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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to examine several differences
(such as ownership and degree of competitiveness) between American
daily newspapers and to test the theory of media agenda-setting using
new s p apers.
In order to conduct these inquiries, the 1974 Content Analysis
Study and the 1974 American National Election Study were merged so
that it would be possible to match respondents’ views about important
national issues with the level of coverage they were exposed to on
that same issue in the daily newrspaper they actually read during the
campaign period.
For the study of newspaper differences, several characteristics
of the papers, such as circulation size and political affiliation,
were examined to determine exactly howr much standardization and
diversity there was in the newspaper industry in the mid-1970's.
The results suggest that wrhile newspapers differ in some non
substantive ways such as publication time and ownership type, they
tend to cover the important issues facing the nation at about the
same rate.
For the agenda-setting study, it was assumed that the greater
number of articles a person was exposed to on an issue, the more
likely he would be to name that issue as an important national
problem.
It was discovered that the level of media exposure alone does
not always influence rea d e r s ’ perceptions of issue salience.
Instead, many other variables, such as audience-contingencies (race,
sex, party identification, etc.) and real-world cues (such as the
actual level of crime in a community) must also be considered.

FRONT-PAGE NEWS:
NEWSPAPERS AND THEIR ROLE IN
THE AGENDA-SETTING PROCESS

CHAPTER I
THE NEWSPAPER IN AMERICAN SOCIETY

"All I know is just what I read in the papers."
— Will Rogers

In less than 300 years, American newspapers have gone through a
remarkable series of transformations.
paper manufacturing,

Inventions in the areas of

printing equipment, and newsgathering have

changed the character of the daily newspaper.

Once a few-page pam

phlet read in the studies of the well-to-do, daily papers are now
multi-section omnibuses perused by mainstream America: on street cor
ners and at kitchen tables.
and editorials,

Through its advertising, news columns,

the newspaper intimately associates itself with all

of A m e r i c a ’s major institutions.
cation,

Items on business,

politics,

edu

the church, and marriage and the family, and sports are regu

larly presented to the public for consumption.

Newspapers bring the

entire world to a p e r s o n ’s fingertips, making him privy to a mindboggling amount of information.

Newspapers are educators,

trans

mitters of knowledge, and liasons between the governing and the
governed.

While not the most exciting of media, newspapers are by

far the most thorough and comprehensive.

Chroniclers of the events

of American society, newspapers aie important and fertile topics for
investigation.
2.

3.
The Decline of the Daily?
With the advent of television news broadcasts, many people
branded the daily newspaper as an obsolete medium,

and the evi

dence they put forth to support their claim was very convincing.
Between 1950 and 1967, the

years during which television experi

enced its greatest growth in popularity, approximately one out of
every five American newspapers suspended operation.^

The down

ward trend did not end in the 1 9 6 0 ’s, but continued on into the
1 9 7 0 ’s and 1 9 8 0 ’s.

During the past ten years, no fewer than 119

daily newspapers have failed, and another 58 have had to merge
with other papers.

Moreover,

by 1982, only 23 U.S. cities had
o

two or more separately owned and operated dailies.

For instance,

Chicago, which in 1974 had four major dailies, now has only two.
Thus, the critics claim, there has been a decline not only in the
number of papers, but also in the competitiveness of the industry
as a whole.
It would be easy to generalize from these observations that
the daily newspaper is in trouble.

Since the failure of many of

the papers coincided with the rise of television,

it would also

be tempting to conclude that the dailies are being replaced with
the newer technology.

When presented with further evidence, how

ever, those assumptions appear unfounded.
Available data indicate that newspaper readership has increased
over the past three decades.

Although the total number of newspapers

4.
has decreased,

the circulation fate of the industry as a whole has

increased from approximately 54 million in 1951 to over 62 million
in 1983.

(See Table A)

According to George Comstock,

Public Communication at Syracuse University,

professor of

"Far more people actu

ally see a daily newspaper within any two week period than watch a
national network evening news program."^
While one cannot deny that many newspapers have been forced to
suspend operation,

they have failed at a rate lower than that of

other American business enterprises.

During the period 1961-1970,

the national average for business failures of all kinds was 51 per
10,000 each year.

The annual rate of closure for newspapers during

this same period was 45 per 10,000,
failure rate.^

12% lower than the overall

Furthermore, when some newspapers close, others open.

In 1983, ten newspapers merged with ten others, resulting in a drop
of ten in the total number of dailies from 1711 to 1701.
eight dailies were discontinued,

In addition,

but their loss was offset by the

establishment of eight others.
Besides thriving quantitatively,
superior to their chief competitor,
offers the dramatic impact of sight,
be matched by any other medium,
joyed by newspapers.

newspapeis are qualitatively

television.

While television

sound, and motion that cannot

there are many advantages still en

First, newspapers provide a wider variety of

news and information than other media.

A half-hour news program on

television does not cover the equivalent of a full page of text in
a newspaper.

"The newspaper's unique appeal," asserts Leo Bogart,

executive vice president of the Newspaper Advertising Bureau,

"is

that it tells too much— far more than one reader wants to know.

TABLE A
CHANGES IN THE NUMBER OF DAILY
NEWSPAPERS AND IN TOTAL CIRCUALTION

VTT.A1?

TOTAL U.S.
TOTAL
n A T T . T F . c ; ______ am

TOTAL
PM

TOTAL
CIRCULATION

% CHANGE
PAPERS

% CHANGE
IN CIRC.

na

na

1951

1773

319

1454

54,017,938

1960

1763

312

1459

58,881,746

-0.6%

9.0%

1964

1754

311

1453

58,905,251

-1.0%

9.0%

1970

1748

334

1429

62,107,527

-1.4%

14.8%

1974

1774

343

1471

63,147,280

0.0%

16.9%

1980

1745

387

1388

62,201,840

-1.1%

15.2%

1983

1701

446

1284

62,644,603

-4.1%

16.0%

■* Percentage decrease from 1951.
SOURCES:

Derived from data in Editor and Publisher International
Y earbook, 1952, 1961, 1965, 1971, 1975, 1981, 1984.

Thus, he is able to follow his own special interest.’’^
The newsp a p e r ’s second advantage is that it fits into the con
s u m e r ’s schedule more easily than the broadcast media.

The reader

can select what he wants to read when he wants to read it.

He can

read some articles very careful]y and can completely igonore others.
Also, the ’’inverted pyramid’’ style of reporting allows readers to
grasp the most important bits of a story in the first few paragraphs
of an article, without having

to study the entire piece.^

Thirdly, newspapers (along with the other print media) are well
suited to the communication of sequential information.

People must

assimilate astounding amounts of information to keep pace with a
rapidly changing world.
”by continuously

"They do this,” says author Ernest C. Hynds,

programming their brains, which can be compared to

highly sophisticated computers.’’^
hear about 150 words per minute.
more words per minute.

The average person can speak or
But, most people can read 250 or

Therefore, people can accumulate information

more rapidly by reading newspapers than by listening to television or
radio.
Finally, newspapers are particularly effective in presenting
information, developing issues, and motivating action at the local
level.

They can give meaning to community life not possible through

the other media.

Therefore,

they can make the difference in whether

communities struggle or prosper.^
In addition,
television.

people have more confidence in newspapers than in

A 1983 Gallup Poll survey found that 38% of their

national sample had a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in
newspapers, while only 25% had the same level of confidence in

7.
television.^

These facts may come as a surprise to those who

were under the impression that television is the dominant news medium
in the United States today.
great deal of attention,
retain

Granted, television does command a

but newspapers have managed to carve and

an important niche in American society.

Government Adversary?
Some critics assert that newspapers are simply the mouthpieces
of the government,

printing press releases verbatim and granting

anonymity to public officials who are unwilling to publicly express
their views and accusations.

In the nineteenth century,

such a

charge could have been substantiated because many of the papers
of that period were organs of political parties or were financed
by ranking politicians.
Today,

A

the relationship between press and government is more

adversarial than conciliatory.

In the words of author Martin Seiden,

the mass media "are the government1s principal adversary a n d . . .
it principal external control."12
counterparts,

Unlike its British and French

the American newspaper industry is noted for the total

absence of government control,

licensing,

and regulation.

To date,

the United States governments has never officially contributed to
the financial support of
of news personnel.
".

Thus,

the mass media or interfered in the selection
"Publishing," writes Stanford's Edie Abel,

. ./Ts7" the only branch of American industry or commerce that is

guaranteed by the Constitution a sturdy immunity from government
inter ference."13
More accurately,

the press-government relationship seems to be

one of mutual dependency.

Politicans and public officials need

8.
newspapeis (as well as the other media) in order to present their
opinions and positions to the public at minimum expense.

On the

other hand, newspapers need the politicos in order to produce an.
output.

Despite the presence of crossword puzzles,

information,

comic strips, and sports news, many American buy news

papers to keep on top of current events,
happenings.

stock exchange

Therefore,

specifically governmental

the first section of almost every American

daily is primarily devoted to political news.

In short, the

government makes the news and the papers print it.

What Do the People Know?
The function of the American mass media are
entertain,

they educate,

they inform.

individuals to one another.

manifold— they

Most importantly,

they link

Different media, however, are more

adept at performing certain of these functions than are others.
Television,

for example,

far exceeds newspapers when it comes to

entertaining the public.

It is also better at disseminating informa

tion quickly than is the print media.

Newspapers, however,

high marks in the information and education categories.

receive

Knowing

that they cannot compete with television as a medium of mass enter
tainment, newspapers strive for respectibility and attention to
detail.

Benjamin Bradlee,

executive, editor of the Washington P o s t ,

characterized the situation as follows:
We /the newspaper industry/" made our
peace with television twenty years ago.
We
have to work on the assumption that we prob
ably don't bring readers their first know
ledge of an item in the news.
But we do
provide the first indepth report, giving
relevancy and impact to the story.
14

10.
understand newspaper articles and editorials.

If this is true,

newspapers and television may have different effects on different
groups, with the young, women,

the less affluent, and the less

educated probably being highly influenced by television news.
this assumption

correct,

If

such groups should become m o r e .know

ledgeable from watching the evening news on television.
Patterson and McClure found evidence to the contrary.
the 1972 election, none of these groups learned much from
news programs.-*-9

Newspaper reading,

by comparison,

people within each of the above mentioned groups.
in the electorate," write the authors,

During

television

did inform
"Every category

"became much better informed

if they regularly read a n e w s p a p e r ’s political s e c t i o n . T h i s
leads to the conclusion that while network news may be visually
appealing and highly entertaining,

it is simply not informative.

Along the same line of reasoning, while newspaper articles may be
intrinsically boring,

they are highly informational and educational.

The Influential Medium
Although information is the staple of any good newspaper, most
dailies hope to influence their readers as well as inform them.
read," states Hynds,

"If

"newspapersprobably exert some influence regard

less of their i n t e n t i o n . S i n c e

the type and degree

of influence

they exert is difficult to determine, many generalizations must be
drawn.
First, newspapersexert influence through their total presentations
and their image in the community.

As Hynds illustrates, most papers

opposed the reelection of Harry S Truman in 1948, yet they helped

9.
Studies have demonstrated that newspapers figure more prom
inently than any other medium,
which issues are important.

including television,

in defining

In 1972, Thomas Patterson and Robert D.

McClure conducted an experiment to determine how much information
voters obtain through the mass media during a presidential election
campaign.

They concluded that,

"Television does not help the

electorate to vote on, the i s s u e s , " ^ but that "newspaper readers
became much better informed during the 1972 campaign.
At the beginning of the 1972 general election, and again at
the end, a group of participants were asked where they thought
candidates stood on a wide range of election i s s u e s . ^

On about

half of the issues, regular viewers of network news programs became
better informed during the campaign than nonregular viewers.
other

On the

half of the issues, however, nonregular viewers were actually

more informed than regular viewers.
Newspaper readers fared much better.

People who read a daily

newspaper on a regular basis showed a significantly larger knowledge
gain than did occasional readers.

It is highly unlikely, of course,

that people only read newspapers or only watch the evening news.
Most people, to some extent,

do both.

But even when p e o p l e ’s

viewing and reading habits were considered simultaneously,

the results

still show that television news is "uninformative and the newspaper
is highly educational."-*-®
Newspapers

are

usually

educated and well-to-do.

thought of as the tools of the highly

This is because literacy and some degree of

reading comprehension are required before a newspaper can be used.
The more highly developed a p e r s o n ’s verbal skills,

the better he can

11.
his effort by covering his whistlestop campaign so e x t e n s i v e l y . ^
Moreover,

the newspaper's reputation as liberal, conservative,

or

moderate also affects the way in which articles and editorials are
perceived by readers.
Second, newspapers have helped bring reform in government and
other areas by focusing on existing needs and problems.

They have

exposed corruption and spurred action in government at all levels
(the classic example being the Washington Post's coverage of
Watergate),

revealed deplorable conditions in prisons and mental

hospitals, and pointed out needed improvements in health, education,
transportation, and other areas. J
Third,

through the agenda-setting function, newspapers have at

least an indirect influence on election.
coverage and editorials,

By way of their story

they help determine what issues the

candidates will address by the questions they raise and help voters
decide what issues are important by their emphasis, or lack of it,
on those issues.
Fourth, editorial endorsements in newspapeis can have a signifi
cant impact on voters' candidate selection,

especially when readers

have little or no information about the candidates, or have informa
tion which is contradictory.
factors influence voting,

While it must be noted that numerous

various studies have shown that endorse

ments may sway anywhere from two to seven percent of the voters in
some elections.

0/

Considering that the Kennedy-Nixon race of 1960

and the Carter-Ford election of 1976 were both decided by margins
well within this range, newspaper endorsements can be effective tools
with which to influence the public.

12.
Fifth,

it seems likely that the greatest influence of news

papers is of a long-range and cumulative nature.

Thus, the effects

generated by reading a newspaper over a long period of time may be
considerable.

Such long-term reading can contribute both to a

r e a d e r ’s general store of information and to the shaping of his
perceptions and stereotypes.
Finally,

2b

it is possible that

newspapers exert influence through

a chain reaction process, also known as the two-step flow of infor
mation.

Influential people in various groups rely on the mass media,

and especially newspapers,
data from the newspapers,

for information.

These people receive

structure it to suit their own needs,
o z:

then share it with others.
While all of these assumptions may be valid to some degree,
further studies should be made to test these and other hypotheses.
Along these lines,

this thesis will explore the agenda-setting

function of newspapers with regard to readers' peiosptions of issue
salience.

We will also look at how newspapers across the country

differ from each other, and how these differences may affect media
agenda-setting.
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CHAPTER II
THE AGENDA-SETTING CONCEPT

The power of the press in America is
a primordial one.
It sets the agenda of
public discussion; and this sweeping poli
tical power is unrestrained by any law.
It determines what people will talk and
think about— an authority that in other
nations is reserved for tyrants, priests,
parties, and mandarins.!
— Theodore H. White

Many Americans are
mass media.

deeply involved in a love affair with the

Skeptical?

Just look around— TV Guide is the nation's

best selling weekly magazine, and almost every home has a subscription
to a daily newspaper,

at least one television set, and several

varieties of radios.

Moreover,

is very strong.

the seductive power of the media

With a flick of a switch or a flip of a page, a

person has access to amazing amounts of up-to-date information.
media also acts as a link to the outside world.
seconds,

The

In just a few

it allows a person to travel from city hall to the streets

of Northern Ireland to the inside of the orbiting space shuttle—
without ever having to leave his living room.

Not only do people

learn about issues and events from the media,

but they also learn

how much importance to attach to a topic from the emphasis the media
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places on it.

This ability to "structure the unseen environment of
n

symbols” is commonly refered to as media agenda-setting.
tical scientist Bernard Cohen succinctly stated,

As poli

"The press may not

be successful much of the time in telling people what to think,

but

it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think
about.

The Concept of Agenda-Setting
Agenda-setting is the ability of news coverage to affect the
composition of the political agenda— that is, to influence those
issues, events, or people that the public considers important enough
to think and talk about.

According to Maxwell McCombs and Donald

Shaw of Syracuse University,

the agenda-setting hypothesis asserts

that, "increased salience of a topic or issue in the mass media
influences the salience of that topic or issue among the public."^
For newspapers,
following manner.

the agenda-setting process operates in the

Each day, individual editors, known as theic:

"gatekeepers," sift through hundreds of news items.

In addition to

deciding which items to keep and which to reject, they must decide
how to treat each item they allow to pass through their "gates."
Items kept are not treated equally when presented to the public.
Some are used at length while others are cut severely.
placed on page one,

others on page 30.

Some are

Newspapers clearly state the

value they place on the salience of an item through placements,
headline size, and length.

Agenda-setting theory claims that

"audiences learn these saliences from the news media,

incorporating
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a similar set of weights into their personal agenda.”^
This explanation of agenda-setting is a simplified version of
the actual process.
variables,
covered,

Agenda-setting describes a complex array of

some pertaining to the news media (kinds of events

amount of emphasis,

story type, etc.) and half involve

audience characteristics (knowledge,

interest, etc.)

as a whole is illustrated in Figure 1.
and Shaw,

The process

In the words of McCombs

"Agenda-setting is the end result of a process of

institutional and personal decisions, whether we are talking about
political issues or issues unrelated to any political campaign.
In Figure 1, the first block represents the events and
issues which the media considers newsworthy enough to cover and print.
This is not always an easy task.
issues.

The world is full of events and

Thus, the first step of agenda-setting is story selection.

Through either academic or on-the-job training, reporters become
socialized to many cues about what is or is not legitimate.
way,

In this

their values influence the news choices they make.^
Although story selection is important,

a significant part of agenda-setting.

story coverage is also

First,

the type of media can

influence how events are presented. Television,
tightly constrained by time.

for example, is

Unless important enough to merit a

news special, most events must be trimmed to fit the time space.
Newspapers,

on the other hand, are less constrained by space and can

present information in greater detail and cover it regularly over a
Q

longer period of time.
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Besides the type of media,
effect.

the type of story can also have an

Reading an indepth feature on a certain issue affects most

people differently than reading a spot report on that same issue.
Also, reading a front-page article is different from reading an
article on the inside pages.

A related variable is the degree of

emphasis placed on a certain story.

While reporters have some

measure of power to determine what events they will write about,
news editors have the power to determine what stories will be selected,
where they will be displayed, and how must space they will be allowed.
Agenda-setting hypothesizes that the audience learns to take news
importance from these placement cues.^
With regard to the indivdual,
variables.

interest and knowledge are important

Unless a person is interested enough to read about a

topic and has enough knowledge to understand the item, the news
message will not succeed. Because many voters are issue- rather than
party-oriented,

the media is now providing a greater amount of

issue orientation.

The greater a person's orientation need,

the

greater the press exposure and learning from the p r e s s . ^
If the press is to have any influence,
to it.

people must have access

But while the press presents one agenda, other people may

provide alternative agendas.
information with others.

Frequently,

individuals seek and share

Due to these exchanges, an individual's

agenda may change, moving closer to their friend's agenda and further
away from the media a g e n d a .^
"Agenda-setting therefore really stands for a complex, interrelated set of processes."

10

One can think of agenda-setting as
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s o c i e t y ’s way of arriving at

a consensus of important issues.

From

another point of view, agenda-setting can be seen as a process of
social learning and social behavior.

Many groups in the United

States are concerned with shaping the agenda.

Public relations is

a whole field devoted to shaping the agenda from one perspective.
Through organized action,

pressure groups attempt to place their

messages before the public, often by attracting press coverage.
Therefore,

the press,

agenda-setting process.

although important,

is only one link in the

13

Agenda-setting does not mean that the media necessarily affect
whether people approve or disapprove of an issue, but instead tells
people which issues and events are important during a certain time
frame.^

In other words,

than attitudes.

agenda-setting influences cognition rather

Attitudes concern feelings of being for or against

a political position or figure.

Cognition concerns knowledge and

beliefs about political o b j e c t s . ^

For example,

the media may not

influence whether or not people favor the Equal Rights Amendment or
approve of school busing,

but it does encourage them to think about

these things rather than other issues such as the nutritional value
of our food supply or the national election in Bolivia.

As Richard

Joslyn points out, "Political activists recognize that to get their
cause or issue on the political agenda is half the battle; once it
is there, it is far more likely that something will be done about
it."16
In Portrait of an E l e c t i o n , Elizabeth D r e w

acknowledges that

the content of the political agenda can influence candidates’
electoral fortunes,

since candidates usually benefit from the
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discussion of some issues and suffer from the discussion of others.
In fact, many candidates consider control of the political agenda
to be a crucial part of their campaign strategy.

For instance,

George McGovern's failure to place Watergate on the agenda during the
1972 presidential election damaged his campaign.

On the other hand,

Ronald Reagan's ability to focus the 1980 campaign on the "pocketbook issue cluster" (inflation,

taxes, unemployment) definitely

worked to his a d v a n t a g e . ^
The

evidence for an agenda-setting effect of

the media

involves

demonstrating that the topics covered by

the media during

certain time periods coincide closely with those issues considered
important or worthy of discussion by the public.

Several important

agenda-setting studies conducted over the past 15 years are
detailed in this chapter, and are followed by a discussion of the
limitations of the agenda-setting literature as a whole.

Previous Agenda-Setting S t u d i e s :
Agenda-setting research was given a boost in
with the

the early

1 9 7 0 's

publication of an article by Maxwell McCombs and Donald

Shaw titled "The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media."

With a

sample of uncommitted North Carolina voters, McCombs and Shaw
attempted to prove that "the mass media set the agenda for each
political campaign" by matching what people said were the key
issues of the 1968 presidential campaign with the actual content
of the mass media used by these participants during the campaign.
Their initial beliefs were based on two assumptions:

One,

readers paid more attention to news favorable to the candidate

if
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or party they supported,

that would indicate selective perception;

and two, if readers were attentive to all news, no matter which party
was covered, correlations between the voter and the media content
would increase,

thus indicating an agenda-setting function.

What they

discovered was that the correlation between major items about the cam
paign emphasized in the media and voters.' judgments of which major
issues were most important was +.967, which is a very strong result.
(On minor issues, the correlation was + . 9 7 9 ) ^

They also found that

while the three presidential candidates, Nixon, Humphry, and Wallace,
emphasized different issues,

the voters tended to reflect a mixture

of the mass media coverage, pointing to the fact that readers look at
all political news,

regardless of its bias.

This conclusion supports

the authors.' second belief, thus indicating the agenda-setting function
of the press.
Although considered a seminal article,
study does have many shortcomings.

First,

study were not a random national sample,

the McCombs and Shaw
the respondents in the

but instead were a pre

screened group of voters in a university community (Chapel Hill, NC)
who had not yet chosen a candidate late in the campaign period.
While the study found a strong similarity between the issues covered
in the media and the issues uncommitted voters said were important,
one wonders what affects the media had on voters who had already
decide which candidate to support.

If the media did have and effect,

did it change or merely reinforce previously existing opinions?
Second, their issue categories were very broad, compressing all
responses into just five issue areas such as "foreign policy" and
"public welfare," all-encompassing categories which tend to
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decrease possible variance.

In a 1975 study measuring the correla

tion between the agendas of political elites at the state level and
the aggregate of five newspapers normally read by state legislators,
William Gormley found strong support (.75 correlation) for agendasetting when his 25 issues were collapsed into seven issue areas,
but very weak evidence of support (.20 correlation) when the 25
issues were dealt with individually.

20

Therefore,

the level of

agreement between media and public agendas may depend

to a large

degree on how broadly an issue is defined.
Third, McCombs and Shaw did not attempt to deal with the problem
of time frame, which is the total period under consideration,

from

the beginning to the completion of the data-gathering process.
other words,

In

it refers to the total elapsed time during which the

assumed agenda-setting effects take place.

Without specifically

testing the concept of time frame, they suggested that the agendasetting influence of newspapers is a three to five-month process.
Finally,

21

their sample was drawn early in the campaign period when

only fundamental issues were widely known or
Even with its

shortcomings,

r e p o r t e d . ^

this pioneering work was considered

a successful demonstration of the agenda-setting function,
others set out to test their hypotheses on the subject.

and many

Another

early peice which emerged was Robert McClure and Thomas Patterson's
"Print Versus Network News".

Based on McCombs and S h a w ’s findings,

the authors felt that the agenda-setting hypothesis would predict
that people who relied heavily on the media for news would be more
affected by the media's agenda than would light media, users.
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Using the 1972 general election as a backdrop, McClure and
Patterson conducted a three phase panel survey °f Syracuse, New York,
voters between mid-September and Election Day.

In order to determine

the public agenda, respondents were asked to rate several major
campaign issues on a seven-point Likert scale.

To learn the media

emphasis on each of these same issues, they analyzed the content of
weeknight network newscasts and local papers during the identical
three month period.

Finally,

to classify respondents as either

light or heavy media users, McClure and Patterson asked the parti
cipants to keep a log of their television viewing habits and the
frequency with which they read various sections of the newspaper.
Their findings were rather surprising.

Whereas heavy television

viewers were no more likely to conform to the media agenda than were
light television viewers,^/increases in salience attached to issues
emphasized in the media were strongly and significantly related to
newspaper exposure,^>This dichotomy is best explained by the format
of television news programs.
reports,

Rather than providing in-depth

television news gives limited coverage to a large number

of stories.

According to the authors,

"This format make television

news little more than a headline service and guarantees that the
content of television news will be severely restricted."
papers,

on the other hand,

9^

News

succeed where television news fails

because newspapers can clearly demonstrate the significance they
attach to each story.

Depending on how important they feel an issue

to be, they can lengthen or shorten a story, include or exlude
photographs,

use large or small headlines,

front or back page.

or put a

story on the

26.

From these results, McClure and Patterson concluded that on
some,

but not all, issues,

level of exposure to the mass media had

a direct agenda-setting influence.

In most instances, however,

direct effect was related to exposure of local
than to television network news.

the

newspapers rather

But perhaps even more importantly,

they decided that over the short run of a political campaign,
"agenda-setting was likely to be an indirect effect mediated by
prior dispositions of the voters receiving the messages."

9/

In

other words, they agreed with McCombs and S h a w ’s first assumption
of selective perception.
Although McClure and P a t t e r s o n ’s conclusions concerning the
print media appear valid,
incomplete.

their treatment of television was

While their study used only weeknight network news

programs to define the television agenda,

it is obvious that the

medium provides many other cues relating to the issues of the day.
Political advertising,

special programs, news briefs and updates,

regular issue-oriented programs (such as "60 Minutes"),

talk shows,

and even some situation comedies can provide pertinent political
information.

McClure and Patterson,

although not alone,

take such exposure into consideration.

failed to

If they had, they would

have probably found a strong correlation between television and
personal agendas
it would better

Such an approach would have been acceptable because
relate to the manner in which their newspaper agenda

was determined— on the basis of comprehensive analyses including
editorials,

letters to the editor, cartoons, and news items on the

inside pages.
Confirmation of the McClure-Patterson findings came in the form
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of a 1976 study by Wenmouth Williams and David C. Larsen.

Sensing

a gap in the literature concerning non-political agenda-setting,
they set out to test the agenda-setting hypothesis during an offelection y e a r . - In order to allow for a comprehensive analysis of
local issues covered by the news media,

the study was based in a

rural central Illinois town which had no local television stations,
only one radio station which offered extensive news coverage of
local events, and only one newspaper.
Media agendas were constructed by placing the national and
local issues into broad categories, and emphasis was determined by
rank-ordering these issues on the basis of time or column inches devoted to each story within the categories.

Personal agendas were

determined by analyzing responses to four questions concerning which
local and national issues people felt were most important and second
most important.

Going beyond McClure and Patterson, Williams and

Larsen examined several intervening
frequency of media use.

variables in relation to the

They constructed indices to reflect news

use (amount of time spent listening

to newscasts or reading the

front section of a newspaper), media preference (which source people
preferred when seeking out information concerning their perceived
important issues), and level of political knowledge (measured by
asking participants to name the Vice President,
and Representative,

and their state legislator).

The results of this study were threefold.
Larsen concluded,

their U.S. Senator

First, Williams and

on the basis of correlation measures,

that the

media can set personal agendas in off-election years, but only for
local issues.

An inspection of the market considered in this study

may suggest a reason for this finding.
stations directly served the area,

No local television

thus the city was "signal-

starved" for local information when compared to other markets
considered in previous research.

"The homogeneity of local pro

grams presented by the media," commented the authors,

"no doubt

reinforced the ability of the media to set local agendas in the
s t u d y ."^5
The second general finding was that the local newspaper was
best able to set agendas for both local and national issues,

thus

supporting the McClure and Patterson discovery that the nature of
the newspaper format amplifies the impact of this medium on per
sonal agendas.

Finally,

intervening variables,

this study also suggests that several

such as political knowledge,

considered in future agenda-setting research.

should be

9f\

The Williams-Larsen study is unique for several reasons.

Not

only was the agenda-setting function of the media tested during an
off-election year,

but the function was tested,

both national and local issues.
cerned with political effects,

independently,

for

Since past research has been con
few studies have considered the

impact of the media on local agendas or on non-political issues.
Also, often ignored intervening variables,

such as political

knowledge, were tested for their utility in future agenda-setting
research.
These last three views do not represent a consensus among
agenda-setting researchers.

In 1975,Leonard Tipton, Roger D. Haney,

and John R. Baseheart set out to test the hypothesis with regard to
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state and local election.

Whereas McCombs and Shaw suggested that

voters have few sources of information other than the mass media,
Tipton and his colleagues state

that in local and state elections

voters are not limited to media sources for information.

They can,

if they wish, be exposed personally to the various candidates.

They

can hear candidates speak in person and can confront office seekers
in small groups rather than in the large public rallies of presi
dential politics.

Because of these factors,

the authors felt that

media agenda-setting would be less likely in local campaigns than in
national campaigns.
Using a methodology similar to that of McCombs and Shaw, Tipton
attempted to correlate the media agenda and the public agenda for the
1971 Kentucky governor's race and the Lexington, Kentucky, mayoral
election.

What the researchers found was a lack of consensus among

the various media with regard to press coverage and a high stability
in respondents’ definitions of the most important campaign issues.
ZlSuch evidence suggests that the agenda-setting function of the
media in state and local elections is not s t r o n g ^
The results of the study, however,
several design problems.

could have been skewed by

First, the television station with the

largest audience refused to participate in the study.

If included,

the authors felt that this television station could have added to
the stability of the media agenda and might have increased the
correlation between television and personal age n d a s .^
the sample population was skewed.

Second,

The pool of participants was

considerably older than the average age indicated in the census data,
and voted for the losing Republican gubenatorial candidate more often

than the county as a whole.

If not properly weighted,

these factors

could have affected the results correlating the media and the public.
The most important contribution of the Tipton study was its
emphasis on the importance of time.

Tipton felt that the project

had to take place over many weeks in order to be sure that that
media was influencing the p u b l i c ’s perceived importance of the
oq
issues rather than simply reflecting the p u b l i c ’s concerns.
When measuring over time,Tipton concluded that ’’showing a positive
relationship between media coverage and public mention is not in
itself sufficient to argue conclusively for a media agenda-setting
OA

hypothesis.”

There is just as much evidence that media reflect

public concerns as there is that it influences them.

Thus, the

time variable makes studying the long term effects of media agendasetting difficult.
The most recent and original agenda-setting research alsD placed
a great deal of emphasis on the time variable.

Employing an experi

mental design rather than the usual survey/interview approach, Shanto
Iyengar, Mark Peters, and Donald Kinder stressed the need to
study agenda-setting effects over time.

By definition,

setting hypothesis implies a dynamic process.

the agenda-

Time is an important

variable because it may take several months for items to move from
the media agenda to the public agenda.

On the other hand, most of

the research has been of a cross-sectional nature.

If problems

appear and disappear— if they follow Anthony D o w n s ’ ’’issueattention cycle”— then to look for agenda-setting effects crosssectionally invites confusion.

Thus, if they are to be detected,

agenda-setting effects must be investigated over t i m e . ^
The Iy.engar-Peters-Kinder experiment was conducted in New
Haven, Connecticut,

in February,

1981.

Volunteers were first

given a list of eight national issues, which they were asked to
rank from one to eight.

The participants were then divided into

three g r o u p s , each of which viewed six d a y s ' worth of network news
casts. Portions of

the newscasts were altered to provide sustained

coverage of a certain national problem.

For instance, some parti

cipants viewed programs dotted with stories about the energy shortage
others saw nothing about energy at all.

At the end of the week,

the volunteers were once again given the list of issued to rankorder.

/
/ T h e agenda-setting hypothesis demands that viewers adjust
their beliefs about the importance of problems in response to the
amount of coverage those problems receive in the m e d i a / In this
experiment,

the hypothesis was tested by computing the extent to

which participants'

scores on the pretest differed from their

scores on the posttest.

The numbers derived strongly supported the

agenda-setting hypothesis.

People who watched news programs inter

spersed with stories alleging the vulnerability of U.S. defense
capabilities,

for example, grew more concerned about defense over

the course of the experiment.

Therefore,

viewers exposed to news

devoted to a particular subject tend to become more convinced of
that issue's

importance.

Although the authors were unable to determine the length of
these experimental effects,

they did discover that the effects
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survive at substantial levels for at least twenty-four hours.^3
This is a very crucial interval because the dissemination of
television news typically follows cycles of twenty-four hours or
less.

Thus,

the regularity and frequency of broadcasts mean that

agenda-setting,

for most people, is a continuous process.

their conclusion states,

As

"When news presentations develop priorities,

even if rather subtle ones as in our experiment,

v i e w e r s ’ beliefs
O/

are affected— and affected again as new

priorities rise."

The New Haven experiment was so well designed and executed
that there are no obvious flaws— other than the limitations that
apply to experimental research as a whole,
of setting.

such as artificiality

Still, one has to ask the question,

results accurate?"

"Are their

Since the publication of the McCombs and Shaw

article in 1972, there has been a steady proliferation of
empirical literature on the agenda-setting role of the mass media.
However,

this attractiveness of the concept has both advantages

and disadvantages.
The primary advantage has been the attraction of many top
scholars to this line of research.

With their help, agenda-

setting has achieved an established position in the intellectual
tradition

political science.

As Maxwell McCombs pointed out in

1978, there have been more than 50 papers produced on agenda-setting
since 1972.^5
rapid,

But,

there have also been many disadvantages to this

scattered growth.

The idea of agenda-setting has been

examined in many ways.

As James Winter of Syracuse University

commented despairingly,

"The

drive for total innovation has
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overwhelmed the scientific prerequisite of at least partial repli
cation."^^

It is this deficiency which leaves many alternative

explanations untested and many questions unanswered.

McCombs

concluded that:
Good science is, of necessity, a
laissez-faire activity.
But good sci
ence is also cumulative, with one study
building on another.
To this point,
agenda-setting research has been explora
tory, not cumulative, discovering fresh
applications of the idea and new ways of
operationalization.
Due to the volume of
research, we now stand on the threshold
of a new, cumulative stage where agendasetting has the potential of important
theoretical contribution.
However, to
realize this potential, the ideas and
findings of previous research must be
systematically organized and a p plied .^
Before embarking on this new stage, however,

several weaknesses

and inconsistencies in the current literature must be addressediand
dealt with.

Shortcomings of the Literature
One point of contention among researchers is the data-collection
technique used to obtain a measure of the public agenda.

One of the

most popular strategies is to use open-ended survey questions such
as:
What do
you feel is the most
important national issue(s) which you*
personally, think is (are) important?
Those employing this method include McCombs and Shaw, Williams and
Larsen,

and Tipton.

The major advantage of this data-gathering

technique is that it is thought to elicit the least bias because of
its unobtrusive nature.
or topic which

Respondents are free to identify any issue

comes to mind,

free of any sensitization effects.
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For this very reason, however, open-ended questions reduce comparability across subjects and studies.
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Another problem with open-

ended questions is that m a n y people will give " D o n ’t Know" re
sponses, making the surveys even more difficult to code and
analyze.
Some scholars,

such as Patterson and McClure, and Iyengar,

peters, and Kinder, have avoided these problems by providing
participants with a list of issues which they are asked to rank
in order of perceived importance.

Unfortunately,

this "forced-

choice" technique may restrict people from expressing a personal
point of view.

For instance, a person may find that his position

on a certain subject does not correspond with any of the choices on
the survey.
Thus,

to sum up, there is a definite need for greater thought

and research on the measurement of public agendas.

One possible

solution would be to follow an open-ended question with a rankorder question on the same topic.

This may help to reduce the

problems associated with the independent use of each method.
Another area of inconsistency in this research arena is the
method of conceptualizing agendas.

Few studies have ever bothered

to insert controls which limit comparisons with an individual
media source to the agendas of those members of the public who
report exposure to that medium.

More commonly, an aggregate

measure of public opinion is compared to the aggregate content of
all the media included in a particular study.

As corporate

communications consultant William F. DeGeorge observed:

36.

The decision to operationalize
the media agenda by taking each media
individually versus taking all media
in the aggregate has not received the
attention it deserves. One can attempt
to isolate those particular media which
exert the most influence upon the public
being measured during the period of
analysis, or all possible media influence
can be grouped and their content measured
in the aggregate.
Inferences can find
support in a totally different direction
depending on the method of selection .^
In the McCombs and Shaw study,

the reported intercorrelations

between the New York Times and the local newspapers ranged between
.66 and
was

.70; between the Times and national network newscasts is

.66; and between the Times and news magazines it ranged from

.51 to . 5 4 . ^

Similarly,

in the Tipton study, inter-media

correlations were as follows:
radio was

television-radio was

.44, and newspapers-television was -.095.

.83, newspapers/0

In short, newspapers and other mass media differ somewhat in
their choice of which issues to emphasize.

Logically,

p e r s o n ’s agenda is indeed being set by the media,
source attended to is an important variable.

if a

the particular

Therefore,

researchers

should aggregate the media agenda only when a very high inter-media
correlation is achieved.
Conceptualization of personal agendas is also a problem. . ^fter
the transfer from media to public agenda takes place,

the agenda-

setting process can be examined from the point of view of what a
personal thinks aobut (intrapersonal), what he talks about (inter
personal),

or what he thinks others are talking about (perceived

community salience).

So far, the great majority of research has
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been in the intrapersonal area.
In their study, McCombs and Shaw operationalized this concept
by asking respondents to "outline the key issues as they saw them,
regardless of what the candidates might be saying at the moment.
Moving from one area to another, however,

can be problematical

because many topics of private concern are never discussed with
others.

A great

deal of the content of daily conversation consists

of the trivial and topics of current interest, not the pressing
public issues of the period.
In a 1978 study of public opinion among college students,
Maxwell McCombs found that only for a single issue, Watergate,
did a majority of the students talk most frequently about the
same issue-,

they considered personally most important.

other extreme, only 10% of tie students who

regarded

At the

energy and

environmental issues as personally most important said it was the
most common topic of discussion.

Overall, McCombs found that

just over half of the students interviewed frequently discussed
and considered personally most important the same i s s u e . ^
This disparity between the focal points of conversation and
personal concerns reveals a topic for research which should be
tackled in the near future.

To understand how the types of

personal agendas conveige would alseo help to discover the
extent to which each one is shaped by the media agenda.

Such a

discovery would then allow scholars to turn their attention to
other areas of inquiry within the field of agenda-setting.
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Another weakness in the literature of agenda-setting is the
common failure to effectively deal with the components of the
time frame.

Until the Iyengar-Peters-Kinder experiment,,

only

Tipton and a few others had treated time as a crucial variable.
To begin with, then, a relationship between the concept of time
frame and the function of agenda-setting must be set forth.
In his 1979 doctoral dissertation, Chaim Eyal identified five
distinct temporal features pertinent to agenda-setting research:
(1) the time frame, which is the total time elapsed during which
the agenda-setting effects occur,

(2) the time lag, which refers to

the total time elapsed between the media agenda measure and the public
agenda,

(3) the duration of the media agenda measure, which represents

the period during which the media content is analyzed,

(4) the dura

tion of the public agenda measure, which refers to the span during
which the public agenda measure is gathered, and (5) the optimal
effect span, which show the peak association between media emphasis
and public emphasis on a certain i s s u e . ^
these measures a r e •

Two questions related to

"How much time is required for an issue to be

transferred from the media agenda to the public agenda:" and "How
long do media agenda-setting effects last?"
In general,

(See Figure 2)

it seems as if most time frame choices are

motivated by intuition rather than by substantiated theory.

While

McCombs and Shaw's time frame was three and a half weeks, T i p t o n ’s
was seven weeks— double that of McCombs and Shaw.

Common sense

would dictate that the use of differenct time frames might result
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in different effects.

Thus, it is conceivable that Tipton

measured an aspect of agenda-setting other than that measured by
McCombs and S h a w . ^
This, however,

does not provide an answer to the two

questions posed above.

■Unfortunately, the answer to the first

question was addressed tangentially in only one article— McCombs
and S h a w ’s, which guessed that the agenda-setting influence of
newspapers was a three to five month process.

Similarly,

the

answer to the second question was touched upon by Iyengar, Peters,
and Kinder, who concluded that television effects last at least
twenty-four hours, upon which time there are usually reinforced
by another broadcast.
To complicate matters even further, Eyal claimed that issues
vary in the amount of time necessary to bring them to a position
of importance in public opinion.

As he pointed out:

An oil embargo may suddenly thrust
the issue of energy shortage and conser
vation onto public agendas; an oil spill
can make pollution rise to importance;
whereas it may take years for the honesty
in government issue to become prominent
in public awareness.
Because every issue will have
more than

its own temporal history, examining

one issue at a time can create problems. McClure

and

Patterson experienced this difficulty when they attempted to
correlate voter issue salience and media exposure by using the
topics of Vietnam,

political corruption,

and government spending.

Mean change of heavy newspaper readers was
for political corruption, and

.38 for Vietnam,

.52 for government spending.
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If different issues have different time frames,
to extend the argument to different news mediums.

it is logical

This idea may

help to explain the differences found in the Williamsand Larsen
and the McClure and Patterson studies concerning the agenda-setting
abilities of newspapers and television broadcasts.
however,

As of yet,

the operation of different media within the context of

varied agenda-setting time frames has not been explored.
A final area of vulnerability in the literature concerns
contingent conditions in the agenda-setting process.

Salient and

pervasive though media effects on society may be, few scholars
would argue that the media exert a monolithic influence over
their audience.

Moreover,

they do not have equal influences on

all people in all settings.^ Therefore,

some type of mediating

variables must also be acting on the public.
argues,

As James Winter

the nature of the issues on the agenda,

their obtrusive

ness and geographic proximity, and the duration of exposure to
them, combined with the medium and the personal characteristics of
the viewer all influence the agenda-setting process
In discussing contingent conditions,

it is helpful to divide

them into those which pertain to stimulus and those which pertain
to audience.

Although most studies have concentrated on audience

attributes, Harold Zucker in, "The Variable Nature of News Media
Influence," explored the relationship between agenda-setting effects
and stimulus attributes.

A stimulus attribute is a characteristic

possessed by the news medium,

such as obtrusiveness and d u r a t i o n . ^

Comparing national Gallup Poll data and television news
content to determine whether these two conditions played an
important part in influencing the public agenda, Zucker found an
effect only for unobtrusive issues,

such as pollution and drug

abuse, and then, only early in their rise to prominence on the
media a g e n d a . ^

This finding is intuitively correct.

less direct experience a person has with a given issue,

First,

the

the more

he will rely on the news media for information and interpretation
of that subject.

Second, after an issue has been before the pub

lic for a long time, most people have made up their minds about it,
and are less subject to being influenced by the media than when
the issue first gained

prominence.-^

Audience attributes,

on the other hand, have been dealt with

far more often than audience attributes.

McCombs and Shaw set the

stage for this development when, in their test of agenda-setting,
they

examined

several audience characteristics.

While many con

tingencies fall into this category, among the most important are
exposure levels,

interpersonal discussion, and political knowledge.

Measuring the amount of exposure to the media is one area
where research results are consistent.
reported that

McClure and Patterson

agenda-setting effects increased in direct proportion

to the level of media exposure, as did Williams and Larsen, McCombs
and Shaw, and Iyengar, Peters, and Kinder.
According to Winter,

the relationship between agenda-setting

and respondent involvement in interpersonal communication is a
matter of some dispute.

Some researchers have argued that such

discussion will either filter or reduce media influences, while
others assert that it will enhance the effect.

McCombs and Shaw

found that increased interpersonal communication reduced the
agenda-setting effect of the media, while a 1972 study in the same
city found the exact opposite— that increased interpersonal dis
cussion facilitated the agenda-setting

This dichotomy

effect.-^

may be partially explained by differences in sample populations
and in the issues discussed.
The third audience attribute to be examined is that of
political knowledge.

While Williams and Larsen found a signifi

cant relationship between the personal agendas of respondents with
high political knowledge and the media agenda, Iyengar, Peters,
and Kinder found that people who follow public affairs closely
are less vulnerable to agenda-setting effects.

As they state,

"The well informed resist agenda-setting through effective
co u n t erarguing, a maneuver not so available to the less i n f o r m e d . " - ^
Part of the difficulty in assimilating and critiquing the
literature of agenda-setting is that there is currently an apples
and oranges mix.
agenda-setting,

While some studies test the basic concept of
others go beyond this point and attempt to find

causal and significant relationships between various types of
agendas and intervening variables.

Thus, as McCombs noted,

"On one hand, we have a concept of agenda-setting,

and on the other

CC
hand, we have a larger theory of agenda-setting."
In this study, we will examine both the conept and the theory of
a g e nda-setting.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this thesis it to study the role of the daily
newspaper in the agenda-setting process and to examine differences
and similarities between newspapers across the country.

In this

section, we will look at some of the data and techniques used in
the inquiry.
When looking at the differences in newspapers,

the 1974 Content

Analysis Study compiled by Wafren E. Miller, Arthur Miller, and F.
Gerald Kline for the Center for Political Studies at the University
of Michigan was used.

The year 1974 was selected because there was

a content analysis and a voter study conducted during that year's
congressional elections.
The data in the content analysis study "were derived from 96
United States daily newspapers read by at least seven of the
nationally-sampled respondents interviewed in the CPS American
National Election Study,
sample of newspapers,
sample of voters.
are concerned,

1974."^

Thus, we do not have a national

but a sample of newspapers read by a national

As far as media effects and newspaper differences

though, this should not make a difference.

The news

papers included in the study cover the spectrum of newspaper
characteristics we wish to examine.

Some are large, others are small.
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Some are chain-owned while others are independent.

Some are

published in

in the morning while others are published in the evening, and some are in
competitive

situations while others are monopolies in their cities.

Articles and graphics on the front and editorial pages of the
newspapers appearing on the 10 sampled dates before and immediately
after the November 1974 congressional elections were coded for the
content study.

The dates selected were:

29, 30, and November 1, 3, and 4.

October 16,

17, 24, 25, 27,

The dataset which emerged comprised

8768 cases of front-page data and 9504 cases of editorial-page data,
for a total of 47 variables.
Of these 47 variables,

2

three— the sources of the item,

the

first important problem code, and editorial endorsements of candi
dates— were used extensively.
the origin of an article,
or a syndicate.

The item source variable deals with

such as a local reporter,

a wire service,

While nine categories were listed in the study,

these services were collapsed into four divisions— major wires,
local sources,

syndicates,

and "other" services.

The item source

variable will be viewed in relation to many other variables,

such

as circulation size and ownership.
For the first important problem variable,

the first "important

problem" mentioned in a story was coded, with the headline being the
primary guide if more than one problem was covered in a single item.
Five categories of important problems— social welfare,
the economy,

foreign affairs,

public order,

and Watergate— were devised from the

list of narrow issues coded in the study.
and election were also used in this study.

Stories about the campaign
Coverage of important

problems will be examined in relation to publication time, ownership,
and competitiveness.

Finally,

editorial endorsements for the U.S. Senate, U.S. House

of Representatives, and state governorships were coded by office and
by party.

Endorsements were then separated into "Democrats Only,"

"Mixed Endorsements," and "Republicans Only," because we are interesed
in newspaper support of political parties rather than individual
candidates.

Endorsement patterns will be studies in terms of owner

ship and competitiveness.
Because the Content Analysis Study did not include

certain

newspaper characteristics which were necessary for this study, we
created six new variables which were added to the content study.
These new variables are ciruclation rates,
tion time,

political affiliation,

ownership type,

publica

competitveness, and region.

Circulation rates for the individual newspapers were obtained
from the 1974 Ayer Directory of Publications.

This volume is com

piled annually and contains information meant to help advertisers
place their

advertisements in the most appropriate newspapers, maga

zines, and trade journals.
Ayer obtained their circulation statements from the individual
newspaper publishers.

The figures generally represent an average

circulation for the six months preceding the compilation of the
Directory in which they appear.

By "average circulation" is meant

"the average net paid circulation per issues (after deducting all
left-over,
copies,

unsold, returned,

file,

sample, exchange, or advertisers'

and special editions) for the six preceding months.

The circulation rates were used as presented in the D i r e c t o r y , and
were not rounded.

The ownership variable was meant to distinguish chain-owned
papers from individually-owned papers.

Information to this end was

taken from the 1974 Editor and Publisher International Y e a r b o o k .
Each Yearbook

contains

a section titled,

"Groups of Daily News

papers Under Common Ownerships," which lists all chains and the papers
under their control.

For their purposes, and ours,

"a ’group'.

. .

is defined as two or more daily newspapers under the same principal
ownership or control."^- The list for 1974 was compiled by Raymond B.
Nixon of the University of Minnesota School of Journalism.

In

total, Nixon found 185 groups to be operating in the United States
in 1974.

In this study,

57 of the 96 papers (59%) were chain-owned

while 39 (41%) were independent.

Moreover,

37 different chains were

represented in the study.
Despite popular beliefs, most chains are not large corporations
with circulation rates in the millions.

Instead, most are smaller

operations located within a certain region or state.

Thus,

the

chains in this study were divided into two groups— national and stateregional chains.
chain category.

Only nine groups were included in the national
They are:

Cowles, Cox, Harte-Hanks, Hearst, Knight,

Newhouse, Ridder, Scripps-Howard, and Thomson.

The national chains

were selected by using lists of ciruclation rates and numbers of
papers owned by each group which were provided by Robert Bishop and
Ben Bagdikian.^

In this study, 39% of the chain papers fell into

the national chain category and 61% were included in the state-regional
category.

The publication time of each newspaper was determined by listings
in the 1974 Ayer Dire c t o r y .

A paper could be published in the morning

(AM), in the afternoon (PM), or both (AM-PM).

The publication time is

that for weekday editions only, and do not necessarily hold for week
end issues.

This is because some PM papers publish their Saturday and/

or Sunday editions in the morning.
AM papers,

In this study,

there are 40 (42%)

51 (53%) PM papers, and 5 (5%) all day papers.

The political affiliation of a newspaper is important because of
its possible impact on issue coverage and candidate endorsements.

The

affiliations of papers were determined by notations in.the 1974 Ayer
Directory.
Democrat,

There are five categories of affiliation (or non-affiliation)

Independent leaning toward Democrat,

leaning toward Republican, and Republican.

Independent,

Independent

This information was sup

plied to Ayer by the papers themselves, so that no formula for these
labels is available.

In this study, 8% (N=8) are Democratic,

(N=10) claim to be Independent Democrats,

10%

76% (N=73) are Independent,

3% (N=3) said they were Independent Republicans, and 2% (N=2) are
Republican.
The competitiveness of a newspaper was determined by using a scale
developed by Peter Clarke and Eric Fredin.

Their scale is based on

differences in circulation between competing newspapers in the same
city (If there are more than two papers, the two with the larget circu
lations are considered).

Using circulation rates, gaps in circulation

penetration were caluculated.

For instance,

in Boston, the Boston

Herald-American had an average weekly circulation of 371,664, while
the Boston Globe had a circulation of 285,883 (23% less than the HeraldA m e r i c a n)

Thus,

H e r a l d - American.^

the penetration gap in Boston was 23%, in favor of the
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Once all of the penetration gaps were calculated,
gorized in the following manner:

they were cate

Monopoly=70-100% gap, Extremely

Uncompetitive=30-70% gap, Moderately

Competitve=15-30% gap,

Competitive=10-15% gap, and Extremely Competitive=0-10% gap.
the example above,

Using

the city of Boston would fall into the Moderately

Competitive category and papers in the city would be labelled as mod
erately competitive.
For the last variable,

papers were grouped as to where they are

located in the country— either the South, North, or West.
states,

Southern

for our purposes are Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky,

Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia,
and West Virginia.

Washington, D.C.

the "South" category.
Illinois,

Indiana,

papers are also considered in

Northern states are Connecticut, Delaware,

Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan,

Minnesota, Missouri,

New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio,

Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont,
are Alaska, Arizona,

and Wisconsin.

Western states

Arkansas, California, Colorado, Hawaii,

Idaho,

Kansas, Louisiana, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota,
Oklahoma, Oregon,

South Dakota, Texas, Utah, Washington,

and Wyoming.

In total, 21% of the selected papers were Southern (N=20), 50%
(N=48) were Northern, and 28% (N=28) were Western.
Together,

these eight variables were used to generate relation

ships which revealed how newspapers compared with each other across
the several characteristics listed above.

For all variables, the

data were aggregated so that the unit of analysis is the newspaper
rather than individual articles.
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For the test of the agenda-setting hypothesis,

both the 1974

Content Analysis Study and the 1974 American National Election Study
were used.

As Lutz Erbring, Edie Goldenberg,

and Arthur Miller wrote

in "Type-Set Politics,"
Only an interconnected data set of survey
responses and media content allows one to move
beyond analysis based on measures of media ex
posure or media message alone and to consider
the actual media content to which people have
been exposed.^
We produced such a dataset by merging newspaper content data with
survey data after matching respondents with the daily paper they
actually read (as determined by an interview).
As with the 1974 Content Analysis Study,

the 1974 American National

Election Study was compiled by Warren E. Miller,

Arthur H. Miller,

and

F. Gerald Kline for the Center for Political Studies at the University
of Michigan.

The study includes anwers to various political and

personal questions provided by 1575 respondents between November 1974
and January 1975.

The sample for the election study was a combina

tion of two panel samples,
Election Study sample,

each derived from the 1972 American National

and was a representative sample of all voters

18 years of age and older.
According to the authors,

"The CPS American National Election

Study explored political attitudes and behavior in the context of
the Watergate events and the 1974 congressional elections."®
While 564 variables were available for examination,
concentrates on a few factors

this study

relating to important national problems

and individual attributes of the respondents.
Since we are interested in newspapers and their effects on
issue, salience,

the variable concerning how often respondents read
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national political news in a paper was used.

Respondents who claimed

that they often read stories about national politics were classified
as frequent readers while all others were classified as infrequent
readers.

Almost all results were controlled for readership so that

the data for people who relied heavily on newspapers for information
could be separated from those who did not rely on newspapers.
Concerning important national problems,

the narrow issues men

tioned by respondents were collapsed into five issue categories:
social welfare, public order,
gate.

the economy,

foreign affairs, and W at e r 

These categories correspond to the categories of important

issues contained in the Content Analysis Study.
To examine the agenda-setting concept, the number of stories
carried by each newspaper for each issue category (social welfare,
public order, the economy,
culated using content data.

foreing affairs, and Watergate) was cal
The range of stories on each subject was

then determined and divided into quartiles. Each subdivision represents
a range of stories, and papers carrying a number of articles within
that range were placed into that "influence category."
for foreign affairs,

For example,

the range of stories was 1-38 (meaning that some

newspapers printed only one story on foreign affairs, some published
38, and some published a number somewhere in between 1 and 38).
four subdivisions for foreign affairs were 1-11 stories,
17-22 stories, and 23-28 stories.
25% of the newspapers.

The

12— 16 stories,

Ideally, each subdivision represented

A papers carrying 30 stories on foreign

affairs would fall into the last story group (23-28).

As for the issues in the election study, a problem was counted as
important if it was one of the top three mentions to the question,
"What do you think are the most important problems facing this
country?"

The percentage of people claiming that an issue is im

portant will be viewed together with the number of articles people
were exposed to on that topic.
exposure and issue

importance

Together,

these two variables,

issue

placed into contingency tables, will

be the focal points of the agenda-setting test.
Because some scholars claim that certain individual characteristics
may affect the agenda-setting process, certain personal data variables
will be used as controls.

The first three—

identification are self-explanatory.

sex, race, and party

The fourth,

political interest,

was determined by the answer given to the question,

"Would you say

that you follow w h a t ’s going on in government most of the time,
of the time, only now and then, or hardly at all."

some

Respondents who

replied "most of the time," were labelled as having high political
interest while people who answered "some of the time," "only now and
then," and "hardly at all," were labelled as having low political
interest.
The next two chapters are data-based studies concerning American
newspapers.

The data for both were derived primarily from the 1974

Content Analysis and American National Election Studies.

All com

puter work was conducted at the College of William and Mary using
the new Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS-X),

For

a preview of things to come, Chapter IV looks at differences in American
newspapers and Chapter V includes a test of the agenda-setting process
detailed in Chapter II.
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CHAPTER IV
NEWSPAPERS AND THEIR DIFFERENCES

The newspaper profession has turned out
to be a business and as a result there was
bound to to standardization.
— Oswald Garrison Villard

Martin Pew, the long time editor of Editor and Publisher maga
zine, once exclaimed that,

"Hundreds of newspapers,

though published

in cities from coast to coast, were as like as so many peas in a pod
The opinion that newspapers in the United States have become a stan
dardized commodity is a popular one,

but it does not go unchallenged

In a 1977 study comparing the front pages of the Los Angeles T i m e s ,
the New York T i m e s , and the Washington Post , reporter David Shaw
concluded that,

"Day in and day out,

the front pages of the n a t i o n ’s

major daily newspapers had far less in common than even their own
O
editors thought."
During his 155-day study period,

Shaw found that the three

papers agreed on the most important story of the day only 28 times,
and those were days when (in S h a w ’s opinion) the truly significant
stories of 1977 broke.

On 56 days, one-third of the time, each of

the three papers had a different lead story.

That is twice as many

days of disagreement as there were days of agreement.

Even more

59.

significantly,

22% of the time, 33 days, there was not one single

story that appeared on the front page of all three papers.^

Also,

during the first five months of the study, almost 25% of the stories
that led one of the three papers did not appear anywhere in either
(or both) of the other papers.^
Neither of these two views ( Pew’s or S h a w ’s), however, seems to
best explain the situation for American newspapers as a whole.
is some degree of standardization in American dailies,
also a certain degree of diversity.
around the issue,

There

yet there is

While this may seem the easy way

it is also the closest to the truth.

P e w ’s state

ment is based on i m pressions, not hard evidence, and S h a w ’s study
includes only three nationally-oriented papers.

The findings in this

work are based upon front- and editorial page coverage of 96 dailies,
including the papers read by a national sample of Americans 18 years
of age and older.
The degrees of standardization and diverstiy found in American
papers are both dependent upon many factors.

Although it is impos

sible to isolate and analyze all of them, it is possible to examine
a few of a n e wspaper’s components and see how they compare across the
field.

The three factors selected as focal points for this examination

are the sources of news used by newspapers,
and the competitiveness of the medium.

the ownership of dailies,

The news sources employed by

papers can help to determine the type of events which are covered
(more locally, nationally,
which stories are presented

or internationally oriented),

the way in

(indepth versus spot coverage),

and the tone of the articles.

The type of ownership,

the slant,

either chain or

independent,

can affect the quality of the paper by the amount of

money pumped

into the organization (richer papers can hire more

reporters to cover more stories) and by the concern of the owner
about the community and the n e w s p a p e r ’s role in it (chain papers tend
to have absentee owners).

The competitiveness of the area in which

a paper is based can influence types of issues covered, which news
sources are used, and the rate of endorsements (papers in competitive
areas endorse candidates at a somewhat higher rate than papers in
non-competitive situations).
After looking at these variables, we will ascertain their
relationships with several other variables,
rates, political affiliation,

including circulation

publication time, important national

problems, editorial endorsements, and regions.
explanation of these variables,

(For a more complete

see Chapter III.)

It is assumed that

the use of certain news sources will vary with whether a paper is
group-owned or independent,

AM or PM, and large or small.

Independent

papers, evening papers, and small papers tend to rely on wire service
reports more than group-owned papers, morning papers, and large papers.
On the other hand, competitiveness should have little effect on item
source selection.

While ownership is important, the effects of chain

ownership, especially in the areas of political endorsements and issues
covered,

should not be significant.

Finally, the competitiveness of

a paper, although related to circulation,
coverage.

should not affect issue

Because largers cities are usually served by more than

one newspaper,

it seems logical to assume that newspapers with large

circulation rates will usually find themselves in competitive
sit u a t i ons.

Item Source
With the number of American daily newspapers more or less stabilized,
and the number of separate newspaper ownerships decreasing,
become important to know the newsp a p e r ’s sources of news.

it has
The 1974

Content Analysis Study identifies nine different sources of news,

but

because of the insignificant number of items drawn from certain services,
some were eliminated and others were combined,
divisions:
an

major wire services,

’’other’’ category.^

syndicates,

resulting in four

local news sources, and

Before examining the results

related to the item

source variable, it is both helpful and important to understand the
character of the sources within the first three categories.
’’For almost a century,” notes media expert Michael J. Robinson,
’’wires have been the national news in the average American local daily.
Robinson appears to be correct.
have

subscribed

Traditionally, 95% of American dailies

to either one or both of the two major wires services,

the Associated Press (AP) and the United Press International
And, in a representative sample

(UPI).

of 100 American newspapers analyzed

during the 1974 congressional elections,

Lutz Erbring found that 60%
Q

of all national front page news came from the Associated Press.
Furthermore, a 1973 survey commissioned by consumer advocate Ralph
Nader revealed that of the 1749 dailies in existence at that time,
only 478, or 27%, had their own Washington correspondents.

Thus,

it

is likely that the other 73% were dependent on a wire service for the
bulk of their national political news.^
Since they serve such a varied clientele,
heavy emphasis on objectivity,
by a straight,

both AP and UPI place

and consequently are characterized

unvarnished s t y l e . ^

Although placed into the same

category, AP and UPI do have their differences.

The Associated Press,

founded in 1848, is a news co-op, with each newspaper being a member of
the association.

AP's thousands of members pay for the news service

according to their size and circulation, and are obliged to share
their local news with the wire service.

The United Press International

was established in 1907 as the United Press Associations,
AP in size until 1958, when it absorbed
News Service.

and trailed

the Hearst-owned International

UPI is a privately held organization, which like other

profit-seeking corporations,

sells its services to

clients on a contract

b a s i s .^^
Still, the two major wires have enough in common to be placed
in the same category.

Both maintain staff correspondents in leading

news centers of the country and the world, concentrating on national
and international events rather than local happenings.
more spot news than indepth features,

Both provide

and both use the same style of

reporting events— summary lead paragraphs,

inverted pyramid story

structures, and jampacked facts, and "have become the symbols of
trustworthy service from an outside s o u r c e . " ^
Newspaper syndicates are companies which provide client papers
with a variety of news coverage such as comic strips, cartoons,
feature stories, and editorial columns.

special

In the late 1970's there were

more than 300 newspaper syndicates in the United States trying to sell
an estimated 10,000 features with combined sales placed at approximately
1^
$100 million a year. J

Jack Anderson, with over 600 clients,

most popular syndicated columnist in the United States.

is the

Fees for

features are based on circulations and could range from $5 a week to
more than $300 a w e e k . ^

63.
While Field Newspaper Syndicate and the Chicago Tribune-New York
News service

are among the largest newspaper syndicates, many news

paper chains have also established syndicates.

For instance,

Scripps-

Howard founded Newspaper Enterprise Association and United Features
Synidcate, and William Randolph Hearst initiated King Features Syndi
cate early in this century.

Chains can use their syndicates to trans

fer items of quality and interest printed in one of their papers to
other papers within and outside of their chain.
Newspaper syndicates perform services for dailies somewhat
similar to those of the wire services,

bringing them a wide range of

material the papers could not easily or economically obtain for them
selves.
First,

Yet, syndicates differ from the wires in some key ways.
they

deal

less with spot news than the wire services,

relying on cartoons, columns,

and indepth stories.

Second,

the mail rather than wires to transmit their product.

instead

they use

And third,

their scope is much broader than the wires; more than 50 different
categories of features are listed in the "Syndicate Directory" pub
lished annually by Editor and Publisher magazine,
Congressional Quarterly,

Inc. to Scramb-L-Gram,

ranging from

Inc.^

Most newspapers get the majority of their news through the work
of their own reporting staff.

Usually,

reporters, who cover the same areas,
communities,

these staffs include-

beat

such as city hall or certain

on a continuing basis, and general assignment reporters,

who cover any breaking news not under the jurisdiction of a beat
reporter.
to

In addition, many newspapers hire special contributors

write articles and columns about matters in which they have

specialized knowledge.

While local news sources cannot be characterized

64.
as easily as syndicates or wires,

stories written by local staff members,

on whole, are more indepth and less structured than wire service
reports.

Also, when local reporters deal with national and inter

national events, they sometimes attempt to show how these seemingly
far away happenings affect the local community.

1f\

The most important question concerning item source is who uses
which sources.

Newspapers may be categorized according to many of

their characteristics, any of which may influence source selection.
In this section, we will examine how ownership type, publication time,
political affiliation,

circulation rates,

competitiveness, and region

affect.the item source variable.
With regard to ownership,

it is hypothesized that chain-owned

papers will rely on local news sources more than independent dailies
and that chain papers will use less wire service news than the
independents.

This hypothesis is based on the facts that economies

of scale associated with large newspaper chains allow them to have
more reporters covering more events (both local and national) than
single-owner papers and that most chains have their own wire services
which help to decrease their dependency on the major w i r e s . ^
The 1974 results support this claim.

On average,

the large

national chains do use less major wire service news (15.4%) than do
state-regional chains
Table B)

(22.0%) or independent papers (21.9%).

On the other hand,

(See

chains use a larger percentage of

locally reported stories (61.5%) than do state-regional chains (52.8%)
or independents (59.7%).

All categories use approximately the same

percentage of syndicated stories.

This finding is not surprising

considering that most syndicates in this sample would fall onto the
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editorial pages of most papers.

Since modern newspaper layouts can

accomodate only 8-16 articles per page , the number of editorials
should be fairly consistent across the sample of papers, regardless

1o
of ownership.
When publication time is taken into consideration,

it is

expected that PM papers will be more dependent on wire services
than AM papers.

A 1974 study conducted by the Associated Press

Managing Editors (APME) Newsroom Management Committee to pinpoint
the different problems faced by editors of morning and evening news
papers found that the number one problem of PM papers is shrinking
deadlines.

The deadline crunch is not a factor of circulation size

but instead seems to stem mainly from new technology and afternoon
traffic patterns.

Because of these deadline problems, many PM

papers do not have time to allow staff writers to cover major
events, and must instead rely on the wires for a large percentage
of their front-page news.

Jerry Finch of the Richmond News Leader

best summed up the P M ’s situation when he stated that:
The spot news is not as available under
our earlier deadlines, so we are putting more
emphasis on features, people stories, feature
pictures played big. staff investigative
stories and series. ^
The conclusions drawn by the APME are substantiated with the
1974 Content Analysis data.

PM papers do indeed use more wire

service news (25.3%) than AM (14.2%) or all-day (19.5%) papers.
PM papers also use more syndicated features (15.9%) than AM (12.0%)
or all-day (4.8%) papers.

Conversely, AM papers use more local

source stories (59.3%) than do PM (51.1%) papers.
It is intersting to note, however,

(See Table C)

that even though their use of
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use of item source differs, AM and PM papers,
important issues at about the same rate.
categories of Watergate,

by and large, cover

(See Table D)

The issue

the campaign, and the economy are the top

three issues in all of the publication groups.

The largest difference

is in the Watergate category, which is the number one issue in all
three groups;

but even here the difference between AM and PM stories

is only 2.1% (AM papers devoted 24.9% of all stories to the Watergate
issue,

PM papers 22.8%, and all-day papers had only 19.4% Watergate

s t o r i e s .)
The circulation rates of newspapers can also be related to item
source.

Logically, circulation should operate in a manner similar to

the ownership variable.
papers with big budgets.
it has to spend on staff.

Papers with larger circulations are usually
The larger a p a p e r ’s budget,

the more money

If a paper has a large staff,

it then has

more reporters to fill its columns, making it less dependent on the
wire services.

Small papers with small budgets usually have fewer

reporters and must rely on AP and UPI to do a lot of legwork for
them.20
The numbers support this assertion.

The lower the circulation,

the higher the use of major wire stories and the lower the use of
local sources.

In the u n d e r - 1 0 ,000 category of circulation rates,

33.1% of the stories came from the wires while 36.8% came from local
sources.

In the middle range,

50,000-100,000,

or UPI and 54.0% came from local sources.
500,000 category,

21.6% came from AP

Finally,

in the over-

only 5.4% of the articles were derived from the

major wires and 77.4% came from the local staff.

(See Table E)

Circulation size, then, does seem to be a strong indicator of
source selection.
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Since there have been no studies indicating a relationship
between political affiliation and item source selection,

it is

assumed that there is no relationship between the two variables.
In their 1971 study of newspaper reporters and editors, Johnstone,
S l a w s k i , and Bowman found that, depending on the type of organization,
between 35.3%-43.2% of the newspaper staffers were Democrats while
only 15.6%-31.8% were Republicans.

On the other hand, the

journalistic convention of objectivity has a long tradition, and in
most situations is a stronger factor than political preference.
Thus,

papers with different political affiliations should not

choose sources (other than syndicated opinion columns) because of a
perceived bias t>f that source.
At first glance, however,
wise.

the numbers seem to indicate other

It appears that Democratic and Republican papers use a

greater percentage of wire service news and less locally-derived
news than Independent papers.

(See Table F)

Yet when circulation

is controlled for, the relation between political affiliation and
item source selection is found to be spurious.

77

It seems that

most papers which claim to be either Democratic or Republican in
nature are small papers. And, as shown earlier,

small papers are

more dependent on the wire services for news than are large papers.
Hence,

the relation is one between circulation and item source

rather than one between political affiliation and item source.
The competitiveness variable presents a similar situation.
Most monopoly newspapers are located in relatively small towns.
Logically,

then^very competitive papers,

be found in large cities.

23

should,

for the most part,

With this being the case, there should
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be a spurious relationship between competitiveness and item source
and, once again, a strong relationship between circulation rates and
item source.
Table G shows that the less comptitve situation a newspaper is
in, the more wire service news and the less local news it uses.
when ciruculation is controlled for,

But,

it is obvious that there is

actually no relationship between these two variables.

That item

source is a function of circulation is demonstrated in Table H.
In the Monopoly category,

53.3% of the papers have circulation rates

below 50,000 while only 6.7% have rates over 250,000.
lines,

no

Along similar

papers with circulation rates under 50,000 are in the

most competitive category while 61.9% of papers with rates over
250,000 are in that category,

supporting the hypothesis stated

above.
According to David Shaw,

"Time differences between East and

West coasts may dictate news play.”

0/

If time differences can

dictate news play, they may also dictate source selection.

Most

national political news comes from offices and institutions located
on the East coast,
the case,

primarily in Washington,

D.C.

With this being

it seems as if two different patterns could hold.

First,

since Washington is further away from papers in the West than papers
in either the North or South, Western papers may be unable to station
or send reporters to the Capitol city as easily as East coast papers
can.

Thus, they would be more dependent on the wires for national

political news.

On the other hand,

the differences in time allow

West coast papers three extra hours to monitor events in the East.
This extra time might give local reporters enough leeway to
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compose their own accounts of breaking news events, allowing West
coast papers to be less dependent than East coast papers on the
wires for their news copy.
Table I shows the first assumption to be the most viable.
Southern papers use a mix of 19.5% wire service and 56.3% local
sources.^

Northern papers use 18.9% wire service material and

58.0% local news.

And the front pages of Western papers are made

up, on average, of 22.9% wire service stories and 50.3% local
stories.

Thus, distance seems to be more important than the

time difference.

Ownership
Many different categories can be conjured up to place newspapers
into better perspective.

One such division is that of chain-owned

newspapers versus independent newspapers.

Industrial concentration

is an integral part of the American business sector, and the news
paper industry has not been exempt from this phenomenon.
chains controlled 10% of all newspaper circulation.
controlled 71%.

In 1900,

By 1977, they

In terms of control of individual papers, the share

held by chains during this century has grown even more rapidly:
1% in 1900,

17% in 1935, 30% in 1960, 60% in 1977.26

For the purpose
into three groups:

(See Table J)

of this study, newspapers have been divided
large national chains, state-regional chains,

and independent dailies.

Selected for inclusion in the major chain

groups were Cowles, Cox, Harte-Hanks, Hearst, Knight, Newhouse,
Ridder, Scripps-Howard, and Thomson.

27
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TABLE J
TRENDS IN NEWSPAPER G R O U P S ’ GROWTH,

Number of groups
Group-owned dailies
% of all dailies
% of total circu
lation group-owned

Sources:

1900-•1977

1900

1935

1960

1977

8

63

109

168

27

328

560

1061

1

17

30

60

10

41

46

71

Edwin Emery, The Press and A m e r i c a , pp.
46062 and 629, and compilations by Paul Jessup
for 1977 Editor and Publisher Yearbook.,

Newspapers included within the state-regional chain category were
determined by
of a chain,
one.

using the standard Editor and Publisher definition

and then eliminating all papers which fell into group

Editor and Publisher states that chains consist of two or more

dailies under single ownership.

28

Any paper which did not qualify

for chain status under this definition was automatically assumed
to be independently owned and operated.
Although chain versus independent ownership is an important
issue in the

newspaper industry,

it is difficult to find a general

discussion concerning differences between group-owned dailies and
independents.

Instead, the literature is dominated by media experts

issuing caveats and warning of the evils of group ownership and
"gallant" chain employees attempting to defend the honor of their
various organization.

This on-going debate between chain advocates

and opponents is centered around four issues:
and editorial freedom,
and social power,

(1) information flow

(2) concentration of political,

financial,

(3) economic advantages, and (4) absentee owners.

Concerning the free flow of information and opinions,

Robert L.

Bishop, a member of the journalism faculty at the University of
Michigan,

claimed that publishers and editors within a chain operation

are not as free as those within independent organizations to take
unpopular and unprofitable stands due to the more restrictive chain
editorial policies.

29

Bagdikian notes that chain owners do not

"issue high-level orders to cheat on news s e l e c t i o n . I n s t e a d ,
chain management socializes news staffs by the more subtle methods
of selection though hiring,
pay increases,

granting or witholding promotions and

decisions on what goes into the paper and what stays

out,

playing up some stories and playing down others.

31

Additionally,

in the 1974 study of chain newspaper autonomy, Wackman, Gillmor,
Gaziano, and Dennis, all of the University of Minnesota School of
Journalism, concluded that,

"Hiring practices, management procedures,

and peer pressure push chain newspapers toward uniformity of editorial
posture.
But of course,

these charges did not go uncountered.

vice-president/news for the Gannett Company,

John Quinn,

Inc., told the annual

assembly of the International Press Institute in Munich in 1972 that
press concentration and monpoly are not threats to editorial independence.

33

Furthermore,

in a 1974 Masthead survey of 18 editorial writers,

editors, and managers of group newspapers, all claimed that their
organizations do not interfere in the editorial and endorsement
policies of their individual papers.'5'
A second concern of chain opponents is that concentration of
newspaper ownership places enormous financial, political, and social
power in the hands of a few people, many of whom are in the business
only for the money.

As Bagdikian stated,

"A daily newspaper

publisher always has disproportionate access to politicians.

But,

if, like Gannett,

that

the publisher controls papers in 28 states,

access is obviously greater."

While some chain owners,

such as

John Knight, are primarily newsmen, as "concerned with what goes
between the ads as what pays the bill," others are strictly
businessmen who happened to get into communications.

37

These

include men like S.I. Newhouse, the greatest buyer of newspapers in
American history,

the notorious Rupert Murdoch,

and Lord Thomson,

who is fond of comparing newspapers to a license to print money.

Again, John Quinn dashed to the c h a i n s ’ rescue.
instinct for good or evil,” he declared,

?i38

number of newspapers he owns.”

”A publ i s h e r ’s

”is not determined by the

In other words, a group owner may

be as much a saint or rascal as an individual owner.

Also,

it

must be remembered that the Frank Gannetts of the world must compete
for access with the other giants of American business and industry,
placing somewhat of a damper on the amount of political power they
enjoy.
Those who defend newspaper groups usually point out the economic
benefits of a chain organization,

noting that their greater financial

resources enable them to do many useful things that smaller,
operations cannot do.

individual

Chains enjoy savings simply by owning several

newspapers in several places.

They can provide the captial necessary

to develop new technology that will allow newspapers to cover more
events more completely.

They can provide training programs and

career opportunities that many individual operations cannot match.
They have better access to credit than small papers.

They have the

resources to engage in investigative efforts and public service
programs.

And, their

tax benefits.
Yet,

corporate structure allows them to receive many

30

those who oppose press concentration point out that the

increased resources of groups can be used for evil as well as good.
For instance,

it is argued that group owners can use their greater

resources to discourage or even eliminate local competition,
ing to higher advertising rates,
expense for everyone.

fewer news outlets, and more

lead

Also, the newsp a p e r s ’ advantages
Bagdikian,

are limited,

observed

”/B7ecause the American newspaper is a local enterprise

and newspaper chains could not consolidate their several small pro
duction centers into one big, efficient central factory, as could
the makers of automobiles and s t e e l . O n

another occasion,

Bagdikain commented that:
The reduction in newspapers is serious.
We need local papers because our society con
centrates more responsibility at a local level
than any other modern state.
We do not have
national papers as do other countries that
have a few huge papers because our localities
control their own schools, police, taxes,
highways, welfare distribution, and other func
tions handled in other countries by centralized
government.
This is the heart of the last argument against newspaper groups—
the phenomenon of absentee ownership.

With the exception of one base

newspaper in each chain, all group owners are absentee owners who
may know or care little about the local community.

Such owners may

avoid local issues that might be controversial and hurt business and
may be content to fill up the paper with national features and wire
service material and slight local coverage with its higher costs and
greater r i s k s . ^
The problem of absentee ownership,

claim various chain executives,

can be eased by granting each locality some degree of autonomy from
the group.

/^

The concept of local autonomy is based on the notion that

a p a p e r ’s existing (pre-chain) locally established content should be
preserved.^

The Gannett, Newhouse, and Thomson groups are especially

known for this autonomy, which seems to be countering some of the
problems associated with the idea of ’’outsiders” selecting the news
a community is going to receive.

Ernest Hynds accurately summed up this chain versus non
chain debate when he wrote:
Some persons regard the development of
groups as a logical step in efforts to help
serve information needs and meet competition
more effectively.
Others see in them a dis
tinct and growing danger to the American
system.
Whether concentration in groups is
good or evil depends to a considerable de
gree on who the group owner is and how he
operates.
Some group-owned newspapers are
among the n a t i o n ’s best; some newspapers
belonging to groups are at best mediocre.
There is hardly a state in the Union which does not have one
or more group-owned newspapers.

Yet, many people probably do not

know whether their paper is individually or group-owned.

Do group-

owned papers differ from independent papers in any important ways?
To help answer this question the ownership variable will be tabulated
with circulation rates, important problems, endorsement patterns, and
political affiliation.
In a 1977 Columbia Journalism Review article, Ben Bagdikian
claimed that,

"most of the dailies still independent can be found

among those with less than 10,000 circulation,

a size that has a

cash flow too small to attract major chain ope r a t or s .

Therefore,

more group-owned papers should fall into the relatively large (over100.000) circulation groups than into the relatively small (under100.000) groups.
Looking at the 1974 results,

this theory seems to hold.

Eighty-

four percent of national chain-owned papers fall into the three categories
with circulation rates o ver-100,000.

Only 53.9% of independent dailies

and 38.7% of state-regional papers fall into the over 100,000 cate
gories.
ship,

(See Table K )

Within the national chain category of owner

15.3% of the papers fell into the under— 100,000 group while
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46.1% of independents and 61.3% of state-regional chain papers came
under the same category.

Thus,

there are a greater percentage of

chain papers in the high circulation groups and a greater percentage
of indpendent papers in the low ciruclation groups.
When it comes to comparing chain n e w s p a p e r ’s coverage of important
issues with independents'

coverage of those same issue,

it would seem

that there should not be any difference in what Issues each type of
paper would cover.

There may be some variation in the depth of

coverage or in the slant of an article,

but the major national events

should be covered at the same rate, despite a n e wspaper’s ownership.
Indeed, a "no relation” situation is found when comparing owner
ship with important problems mentioned on the pa p e r s ’ front pages.
Across the six issue categories presented in Table L, differences in
coverage vary by no more than 2.9% (that, in the Watergate category).
Moreover, Watergate,

the economy, and the 1974 congressional campaigns

were the leading issues in all three ownership categories.

It is

important to realize that this table does not reveal the depth or slant
of coverage.

It does show that papers are fairly consistent in what

types of stories they print,

regardless of ownership.

Regarding political endorsements, a study conducted at the Uni
versity of Minnesota in 1974 found that non-chain papers were less
likely to endorse any candidate in every e l e c t i o n . ^
the project directors stated,

"6 to 10% of the non-chain papers

endorsed no candidate compared to

chain p a p e r s . T h e

Analysis data comfirms this finding.
candidates (U.S. Senator,
candidates,

"Typically,"

1974 Content

National chains endorsed

U.S. Congressmen,

state governor,

local

or some combination) 80.7% of the time, while independent
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papers endorsed candidates 71.8% of the time.

National chains endorsed

at a rate 8.9% higher than independent dailies,
margin specified in the Minnesota study.
Endorsements,

falling within the

(See Table M)

especially at the national level, are a most sensi

tive area, and here some groups take a stand and let the chips fall
while others allow each paper's editorial director to set his own
course.
said

For instance, Lord Thomson,

owner of a large U.S. chain,

once

, "I buy newspapers to make money to buy more newspapers to make

more money.

As for editorial content,

the ads w i t h . " ^

Moreover,

that's the stuff you separate

in 1974, Robert Pittman of Masthead, a

publication of the National Conference of Editorial Writers, asked
editors, managers, and editorial writers of 18 newspaper chains to write
candid descriptions of their group's editorial policy.

To the question,

"Who decides presidential endorsements?" all answered (in one form or
another),

"The publishers— at the local level.

While there is near unanimity among spokesmen for the chains that
their individual newspapers enjoy editorial page autonomy,
true for all groups operations.

The Knight chain:

this is not

has a reputation for

being "ruthlessly local," the Gannett, Newhouse, and Scripps-Howard
chains stress the concept of local autonomy,

but, others, notably

Hearst and Cox, have been known to order their papers to support
certain candidates in certain elections.
Although 1974 was not a presidential year,

the editorial policies

of papers should remain fairly consistent regardless of the type of
political election.

Since scholarly research usually carries more

weight than mere opinions,

it is assumed that the Wackman,

et al.

conclusions are correct— some chains do dictate editorial policies.
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Therefore,

it is hypothesized that chains will, on average,

have more

Democratic or Republicans endorsements than mixed endorsements in com
parison to independent papers.
This does not seem to be the case according to the 1974 data.
Of all of the chain-owned papers, only one (representing 3.8%) endorsed
only Democratic candidates and none endorsed only Republican candidates.
Seventy-six percent of the time, national chains endorsed a mixture
of Democrats and Republicans.

(See Table M )

even when individual chains are examined.

These figures hold true

(See Table N)

Independent

papers, on the other hand, endorsed a mixture of candidates 52.3%
of the time, Democrats only 15.4%, and Republicans only 5.1%.
While the data cannot test presidential endorsement patterns,

it

appears that in state and local elections, chains allow publishers at
the individual papers to make endorsement decisions.

This conclusion

is drawn because chain endorsement policies are probably centered around
party rather than candidate,

in which case individual chains should

be endorsing all Democrats or all Republicans,

not some combination

of the two.
According to Ben Bagdikian in a 1972 article concerning the
politics of American newspapers,
are basically Democratic.

"The voters of the country.

. .and at least 50-50

’liberal.'

newspapers are overwhelmingly Republican and c o n servative.

. .
The
In a

1974 survey of 154 papers across the nation, Congressman Bob Eckhardt
of Texas also found t h a t , "Endorsement patterns are overwhelmingly
Republican.

Republicans have received a majority of the endorse

ments since 1932 in every presidential election except that of 1964.

TABLE N
CHAINS AND POLITICAL ENDORSEMENTS
COUNT
ROW %
COL%

NONE

DEMS
ONLY

COX

GANNETT

HEARST

1
25.0
3.8

KNIGHT

NEWHOUSE

2
50.0
7.7

RIDDER

SCRIPPS-HOWARD

OTHER
NATIONAL
CHAINS

2
25.0
7.7

STATEREGIONAL
CHAINS

10
32.3
38.5

INDEPENDENT

11
28.2
42.3
26
27.1

COLUMN
TOTAL

1
12.5
14.3

MIXED

REPS
ONLY

ROW
TOTAL

2

2
100.0
3.4

2.1

1
100.0
1.7

1.0

1

3
75.0
5.2

4
4.2

3
100.0
5.2

3
3.1

2
50.0
7.7

4
4.2

2

2
100.0
3.4

2.1

2
100.0
3.4

2.1

2

8

5
62.5
8.6

8.3

18
58.1
31.0

3
9.7
60.0

31
32.3

6
15.4
85.7

20
51.3
34.5

2
5.1
40.0

39
40.6

7
7.3

58
60.4

5
5.2
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The Republican margin is usually two or three to one over the Demo
cratic candidate.

What is more,

two-thirds of papers that regularly

endorse Republican candidates have a preponderance of conservative
columnists and took conservative positions on the 1972 ABM Treaty,
Carswell Supreme Court nomination,

the Cambodian invasion,

the

the

McGovern-Hatfield antiwar amendment, and Vice-President A g n e w ’s
position condemning Vietnam War dissenters.
Since it appears that endorsement patterns are related to
political affiliation,

it would seem safe to assume that most

chain-owned papers would be politically
mixed endorsement records.

independent because of their

Independently operated papers, with

fewer mixed endorsements should be more partisan.
The assumption that more

group-owned papers are politically more

independent than individual papers holds up under the data.
84% of national chain papers are

independent while 77.4% of state-

regional chain papers and 69.2% of individual papers are
What is surprising, however,

independent.

is that only five papers our of 96 (5.2%)

claim to be affiliated with the Republicans.
were owned by major chains.

About

None of the five papers

On the other hand,

said that they were Democratic.

Of these,

18 papers (18.75%)

four are chain papers,

five are state-regional chain papers, and nine are individually-owned
papers.

Therefore, while papers may be perceived as Republican,

they

rarely call themselves Republican, and few endorse Republican candidates
exclusively.

(See Table 0 )

Competition
Ownership trends in the newspaper industry may not have attracted
so much attention if it were not for another development— that of
declining competitiveness in the industry.

Not only has the percen

tage of daily newspaper circulation held by groups risen from about
46% in 1960 to over 70% in 1977, but the percentage of American cities
with competing dailies has fallen dramatically.^^ (See Figure 3)
The state of Michigan offers some concrete examples of these
two trends.

Between 1970 and 1972, two Michigan chains were

bought out by the Gannett Company, and the largest independent paper
was purchased by the Panax chain— leaving only two independent dailies
with more than 20,000 circulation.

And,

the twenty-five independent

papers still in operation account for only 11% of the total state
c i r c u l a t ion .^
Neighboring Ohio has similar conditions— independent papers account
for only 24% of the state circulation,
groups now have footholds in Ohio

and about 21 different newspaper

through 63 daily newspapers..

largest number,10, is held by Lord Thomson,

The

the British press magnate.
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Unfortunately, Michigan and Ohio are not the only states where compe
tition between newspapers has decreased.

In 1970,

the Congressional

Quarterly Weekly published a list of 22 cities which had AM and PM
papers which were jointly published.

(See Table P)

And, this list

does not include cities with monopoly papers or small cities with
jointly published AM and PM papers. ^

as Robert Bishop commented,

"Now head-to— head competition is almost dead, and even separate owner
ship of morning and afternoon papers is practically g o n e . " ^

FIGURE 3
CITIES WITH COMPETING NEWSPAPER OWNERSHIPS
(As a % of cities with newspaper)

% of cities with competing newspapers

-HO

to

Year:
Source:

ISGO
Robert L. Bishop, "The Ruch to Chain Ownership,"
Journalism Review (November/December 1972):
12.

i

Columbia

7 0

TABLE P
NEWSPAPERS PUBLISHED JOINTLY IN 22 MAJOR CITIES

CITY

PAPERS/CIRCULATION

Albuquerque, NM

Jo urnal=64,231
Tribune=34,396

El Paso, TX

Times=58,283
Herald-Post=43,462

Evansville,

IN

Co urier=66,025
Pres s = 4 5 ,093

Fort Wayne,

IN

Journal-Gazette=68,240
News-Sentinel=78,784

Birmingham,

AL

N e w s = 1 7 9 ,129
Post-Herald=81,277

Knoxville, TN

J o urnal=66,978
News-Sentinel=107,137

Bristol, TN-VA

Herald Courier=23,619
Virginia-Tennessean=9,045

Nashville, TN

Banner=97,879
Tennessean=141,842

Columbus, OH

Citizen-Journal=l16,444
Dispatch=223,673

Pittsburgh, PA

Post-Gazette=243,938
Press=346,090

Tucson, AZ

Sta r = 4 2 ,069
Citizen=45,301

Tulsa, OK

W o r l d = 1 0 9 ,469
Tribu n e = 7 9 ,425

TABLE P
(Continued)

CITY/PAPER

CITY
Salt Lake City,

UT

Deseret News=84,855
Tribune=108,270

San Francisco, CA

Chronicle=480,233
E x a miner=208,023

Honolulu, HA

Advertiser=70,135
Star-Bulletim=115,688

Charleston, WV

Ga z e t t e = 6 3 ,294
M a i l = 5 7 ,285

Lincoln, NE

Star=26,553
Jo u r n a l = 4 5 ,366

Madison, WI

State J o u r n a l = 6 8 ,775
Capitol T i m e s = 4 6 ,029

M i a m i , FL

He r a l d = 3 5 2 ,009
N e w s = 8 7 ,421

Shreveport, LA

T i m e s = 9 1 ,183
J o u r n a l = 4 5 ,626

St. Louis, MO

Globe-Democrat=306,586
P ost-Dispatch=387,180

Franklin, PA

Franklin News-Herald=8,819
Oil City Derrick=14,890

Source:

Congressional Quarterly Weekly (February 20,
1970):
586.

But while many decry the increased number of one-newspaper towns,
others argue that this occurrence is not so disastrous after all.
Author Hiller Kreighbaum suggests that,

"Newspaper monopolies may

prove to be blessings in disguise although it is natural to look
askance at any decrease in the number of channels for getting news to
the general public."
have bought

f\1

They are blessings because chains,

in the past,

out several unprofitable papers which otherwise would

have had to suspend operation.
following manner.

Kreighbaum proves his case in the

A 1971 survey showed that only 37 out of the 1511

newspaper communities had two or more fully competing dailies and
that the remaining could be termed noncompetitive as far as dailies
were concerned.

This study, however,

does not present the full reality.

An earlier study, which included radio and television in addition to
newspapers,

found a total of 5079 competing voices and 202 communities

with common ownerships.
included,

If weekly and suburban publications were

the "single-voice" towns dropped to 61.

Also, it is

important to remember that news sources may come from beyond the
/:o
boundaries of an individual's city or town.
Similarly, even where there is competition,
have positive results.

In a 1978 article, Peter Clarke and Eric

Fredin of the University of Michigan,
newspaper competition.

it may not always

put forth two theories of

The first states that where newspapers compete

on nearly equal footing for readers, they will battle for control of
the "lowest common denominator," thus lowering the quality of
coverage and reporting.

The second claims that rival newspapers do

not always compete for the same audience,
through differentiation.

but instead seek survival

While Clarke and Fredin never test these

two theories,

they do note that the latter has been the rule in New

York City, Baltimore, Chicago, Seattle, and the San Franciscio-Bay
Area for many y e a r s . ^
Although the effects of competition may not be consistent, they
cannot be ignored.

In order to measure the competitiveness of news

papers within a community, a scale developed by Clarke and Fredin was
employed.

It is based on differences in circulation,

not economic

competitiveness or net diversity of offerings, and is as follows:
l=Monopoly situation
2=Extremely noncompetitive (30-70% gap in circulation
penetration between competing newspapers
within a city)
3=Moderately competitive (15-30% gap%)
4=Competitive (10-15% gap)
5=Extremely competitive (0-10% gap)^~*
When dealing with the issue of newspaper competition,

it is

interesting to look at the types of coverage and at what types of
newspapers are in the most competitive categories.
coverage, David Shaw reported that,

Concerning issue

MA newspaper with an exclusive

expose has a tendency to continue publishing stories on the same
subject on page one, even when subsequent developments do not warrant
such d i s p l a y . A

similar pattern was reported by David Protess,

Donna Leff, Stephen Brooks, and Margaret Gorden in a 1985 Public
Opinion Quarterly article.

The focus of their study was a 1982

Chicago Sun-Times investigative series on government improprieties in
the handling of rape and other sexual assaults of Chicago women.
the three months following the series,

In

they found that, in general,

"The content analyses of the Sun-Times showed a significant change in
the depth and extent of its rape coverage after publication of the
investigative series despite no change in police reports of rape.”^
On the other h a n d , rival Chicago T r i b u n e *s coverage of rape was not
greatly affected by the Sun-Times series.-

It seems that both papers

realized that the Sun-Times had cornered the market of special cover
age of the rape issue.

The Sun-Times wanted to extend its advantage

for as long as possible while the Tribune took the route of differentiation and turned to other issues.
Since S h a w ’s observation was referring to the Washington Post
a paper in a non-competitive situation (when he was writing), and
Protess,

et a l . were looking at the Chicago Sun-Times and Tribune,

papers in an extremely competitive situation,

it seems as if degree

of competitiveness should not affect issue coverage.
confirms this belief.

Table

Q

There is very little variance of coverage

on the six issues presented, and Watergate,

the economy, and the

campaign are the top issues in all groups.

Thus, issue coverage

does not appear to be a function of competitiveness.
While issue coverage is not affected by competitiveness,
of endorsements may be affected.

Kreighbaum notes that,

rate

"The

growth of one-newspaper towns brought at least one beneficial sideeffect.

The partisan political press of a century ago is now largely

dead and b u r i e d . H e

claims that monopoly papers cannot afford

to reveal their biases because they will lose both customers and
advertisers,

thus reducing their news space.

Also,

if the second

theory provided by Clarke and Fredin can be extended to endorsements,
papers in competitive situations may seek to differentiate themselves
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endorsing certain political candidates.

Therefore, we should expect

monopoly papers to endorse at a rate lower than more competitive papers.
Table R confirms this hypothesis.
dates 63.3% of the time,

Monopoly papers endorse candi

extremely noncompetitive papers 54.4% of the

time, moderately competitive papers 77.8% of the time, competitive
papers 81.2% of the time, and extremely competitive papers 85.7%
of the time.

Kreighbaum may be correct in another sense, also.

In

each category of competitiveness, mixed endorsements far outnumber
straight Democratic or Republican endorsements.

Hence, newspapers

must realize that there are more Democrats and Republicans together
than separately.
Because larger cities are usually serviced by more than one
newspaper,

it seems logical to assume that newspapers with larger

circulation rates will be in more competitive areas than monopoly
papers.

Looking at Table H, this theory is strongly supported.

Of

all the papers with circulations under 25,000, 85.7% fall into the
monopoly category while zero are in the extremely competitive category.
At the other end of the scale,

100% of the papers in the over-500,000

range (and 92.6% in the over-250,000 category) are in the competitive
ranges, while zero with over-500,000 (and 7.4% over 250,000) fall
into the noncompetitive categories.
ship between size of circulation and

Thus,

there is a strong relation

competitiveness, with larger

papers being located in more competitive areas than smaller papers.
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Conclusion
The findings in this chapter have been numerous,

so it will be

helpful to summarize some of the results while making a few new ob
servations.

Regarding the item source variable,

it was found that

chain newspapers use a greater percentage of local stories and a
smaller percentage of wire service stories than do independent papers.
Similarly, AM papers use a greater percentage of locally-derived stories
and a smaller percentage of wire service and syndicated articles than
PM papers.

Papers with large circulations use more local and less

wire service news than papers with small circulations.

Also, Northern

and Southern paper use more local news and less wire service news than
do Western papers.

Concerning political affiliation and competition,

no direct relationship was found between either variable and the item
source variable.
To determine the strength of the relationships above, multiple
regressions were run using wire service stories and local stories as
dependent variables.

In each equation, circulation,

ownership, poli

tical affiliation, publication time, region, and competitiveness
served as independent variables.
With wire service stories dependent,
account for 30% of the variance.

the independent vairables

Significant beta's were for cir

culation (-.45), competitiveness (-.37), and publication time (.36)
When local sources serve as the dependent variable, 33% of the var
iance is explained by the independent variables.

Once again,

the

significant relationships were with circulation (.46) and competitive
ness (.16).^0

These regressions seem to support the findings in

this chapter in showing the importance of circulation and competitive
ness for both wire service stories and local stories, and in showing
the effect of publication time for wire service only.
There were five basic findings in the ownership section.

First,

a greater percentage of large papers than small papers are owned by
newspaper groups.

Second, chain papers and non-chain papers cover

important issues at about the same rate.

Third, chains endorse

t
political candidates at a higher rate than do independent papers.
Fourth, most papers do not endorse only Democrats or only Republicans,
but instead tend to endorse a mixture of the two.

Finally, more

independent papers claim to the oriented toward a political party
than do groups papers, most of which claim to be politically indepen
dent.

These results indicate that while chain papers do differ from

independent papers in some ways, ownership does not have an affect
on issue coverage.
When considering competition,

it was found that the degree of

competitiveness does not influence issue coverage, that larger
papers tend to be located in more competitive areas than smaller
papers, and that competitive papers endorse candidates at a higher
rate than do non-competitive papers.
differences,

Once again, despite certain

issue coverage is not affected by newspaper competition.

Therefore, the initial hypothesis that there are degrees of both
standardization and diversity in the American newspaper industry is
correct.

These differences are primarily in non-substantive areas,

such as ownership type and publication time, and the major similarity
was in the rate of important issue coverage.

Logically,

the rates of

of coverage should be similar for important problems because it is a
newspaper's primary responsibility to print news that is significant
rather than trivial.
That issue coverage is similar has an important implication for
agenda-setting.

It means that there can be a national agenda even

though newspapers are local entities.

Thus, while newspapers may

be "so many peas in a pod," they are not necessarily of the same
variety•
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State-regional chains usually buy papers only when
they are near
the base organization.
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Bishop,

p.

^Bagdikian

14.
(1977):

22.

^Bagdikian

(1977):

22.

^^Daniel Wackman, Donald M. Gillmor ., Cecilie Gaziano, and
Everette E. Dennis, ’’Chain Newspaper Autonomy as Reflected in
Presidential Campaign Endorsements," Journalism Quarterly (Autumn
1977):
419-20.
33Hynds,

p.

144.

34Robert Pittman, "Yeah, What About That Monopoly of Opinion?"
The Masthead (Fall 1974):
8-30.
33Bishop,

p .

14.

36Bagdikian (1977):
37Bishop,

p.

14.

3®Bishop,

p.

14.

22.

39Bagdikian (1977):

20 and Hynds,

40Bagdikian (1977):

20.

p.

144.

^ H i l l e r Kreighbaum, Pressures on the Press (New York:
Crowell Company, 1972):
160.
43Hynds,

p.

43Pittman,

Thomas Y.

144.
p.

14.

44Richard Meeker, N e wspaperman: S .I . Newhouse and the Business
of News
(New York:
Ticknor and Fields, 1983):
155.
43Kreighbaum,
4^Hynds,

p.

p.

164.

144.

47Bagdikian (1977):

19.

43Wackman,

et al., p.

417.

4^Wackman,

et al.,

417

p.

^Bagdikain

(1977):

21.

51Pittman,

pp. 8-30.

^Wackman,

et a l ., p. 417.

33Ben H. Bagdikian, "The Politics of American Newspapers,"
Columbia Journalism Review (March/April 1972):
9.
^ C o n g r e s s m a n Bob Eckhardt, Congressional Record
1970):
37209.
33Eckhardt,

p. 37210.

^Bagdikian

(1977):

37Bishop,

p.

11.

^Bishop,

p.

11.

(October 14,

19.

^ " N e w s p a p e r s Published Jointly in 22 Major Cities," Congressional
Quarterly Weekly Report
(February 20, 1970):
586.
^Bishop,

p.

10.

6^-Kreighbaum, p.

155.

^ H y n d s , p.
89
In 1970, Congress passed the Newspaper Preserva
tion Act, which offered limited exemption from anti-trust prosecution
to certain newspapers.
The act was designed to permit competing news
papers to join production, circulation, and advertising operations if
one of them were in financial distress.
^Kreighbaum,

pp.

156-57.

^4 Peter Clarke and Eric Fredin, "Newspapers, Television, and
Political Reasoning," Public Opinion Quarterly (Summer 1978):
153.
^3Clarke and Fredin,

6^Shaw, p.

p.

154.
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^7David L. Protess, Donna R. Leff, Stephen C. Brooks, and
Margaret Gordon, "Uncovering Rape:
The Watchdog Press and the Limits
of Agenda Setting,"
Public Opinion Quarterly (Spring 1985):
30.

112.
68protess, et al., p.
^Kreighbaum,

p.

28.

161.

70The regressions using wire service stories and local stories
are presented below:
PREDICTORS OF ITEM SOURCE SELECTION
Independent Variables

Wire Service Stories

Local Stories

(N=96)

(N=96)

Beta

Beta

REGION

.0665°

-.1230°

OWNERSHIP

.1953°

-.1602°
ooo

ooo
CIRCULATION

-.4527

.4648

POLITICAL AFFILIATION

-.0672°

.0510°

oo
PUBLICATION TIME

.3616

oo
-.0195

oo
COMPETITION

-.3705

°Not significantly different frome z e r o .
° S i g n i f i c a n t at the. .05 l e v e l .
°°°Significant at the .01 level.

.1615°

CHAPTER V
A TEST OF THE AGENDA-SETTING HYPOTHESIS

The press is like the beam of a
searchlight that moves restlessly about,
bringing one episode and then another
out of the darkness into vision.
— Walter Lippmann

The purpose of this chapter is to test the agenda-setting hypothe
sis using data provided by the 1974 American National Election Study
and the 1974 Content Analysis Study.
be addressed are:

The two questions which will

Is a person's perception of issue salience

affected by the number of front-page articles he is exposed to on
a given subject? and Are certain people more susceptible to media
agenda-setting on certain issues than are others?
It is hypothesized that.the more articles a person reads on a
certain issue,
important.

the more likely he is to list that issue as being

It is recognized that certain audience characteristics

will also play a part in determining issue salience.^-

For instance,

it is likely that more blacks than whites will name racial problems
as an important issue, and that old and poor people will name social
welfare as important more often than young and wealthy people.
Lutz Erbring, Edie N. Goldenberg, and Arthur H. Miller noted in
"Front-Page News and Real-World Cues,"

As

Two members of an audience may well
react differently to the level of issue
coverage in a given news source. . . .
Not only do the a u d i e n c e s ’ issue-specific
characteristics influence issue salience
in their own right, but they also sen
sitize or desensitize the individual to
media coverage of a particular issue.
Agenda-setting

concerns the ability of the mass media to

influence which issues the general public perceives as being
important.

While there are various ways to explain the agenda-

setting concept, most previous studies have used a "mirrorimage" hypothesis to explain media effects.3

That is, research

on the subject has generally tried to establish some overall
match between the relative frequency of the media's coverage of
a set of issues and the relative salience of the same set of
issues among their sample populations.

For example, McCombs and

Shaw (1972) matched issues emphasized by the media in Chapel Hill,
North Carolina during the 1968 presidential campaign with the
issues a group

of uncommitted voters in the same area named as the

"key issues" of the campaign.4 In 1975, Tipton, Haney, and Baseheart attempted to correlate the media agenda and the public
agenda for the 1971 Kentucky governor's race and the Lexington,
Kentucky, mayoral race3 and William and Larsen (1976) compared
media coverage and personal agendas on several non-political
£
issues.
All of these studies fall into the "mirror-image" category.
The "mirror-image" method
For instance,

does have certain limitations.

it ignores the fact that issue concerns can and do

arise from sources other than media exposure, notably
sonal experiences and real-world conditions.7

from per

Despite these

shortcomings,

the "mirror-image" approach is appropriate when examin

ing whether the number of stories a person is exposed to on a certain
issue affects the way he thinks about that same issue.

Thus,

"mirror-image" hypothesis will be adopted and tested here,

the

but will

be accompanied by an examination of certain issue- and audiencecontingencies
To test the "mirror-image" hypothesis,
for five issue areas (social welfare,
economy,

crosstabulations were run

race/public order,

business/ the

foreign affairs/national defense, and government functioning/

Watergate).

The number of stories on a subject that was printed on

the front- and editorial pages of

the papers subscribed to by survey

participants served as the independent variable.

The mention of an

issue by survey participants as important acted as the dependent
variable,

and the results were controlled for the frequency with which
Q

people stated that they read national political news in a daily paper.
Also, correlations within categories of demographic and political
involvement were calculated to determine if and how these factors
affect the agenda-setting process.

The Issues
All issues are not created equal.
while others affect small groups,
fleeting,

Some issues affect many people

some are long-lasting while others are

and some attract great attention while others go virtually

unnoticed.

As Graber stated,

"It is obvious that the subject matter

of stories affects the degree of influence they have of the media
audience."^

To deal with differences in issues,

several taxonomies
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have been developed.

Of the three taxonomies which will be examined,

one deals with issue familiarity,

one concerns issue thresholds, and

one focuses on issue duration.
Doris Graber,

in Processing the N e w s , notes that there are two

types of issues, obtrusive and unobtrusive.
familiar with a topic,

If the audience is

either through personal experience or through

prolonged exposure to the media, or a combination of both, the issue
is obtrusive.

On many obtrusive issues,

the audience,

after having

been saturated with news on that issue, reaches closure.
closure occurs,

When

redundant news stories may receive little or no

attention because people are knowledgeable about and have formed their
own judgments about the issue.

Unobtrusive issues are ones about

which the audience knows little or has no firm opinions.
obtrusive issues are concerned,

Where un

there is a great chance that media

guidance will be accepted by the audience.'*''*'
To complicate matters somewhat,

issues may become obtrusive even

when there has been no recent media coverage

12 and unobtrusive issues

may become obtrusive temporarily or permanently as a result of media
coverage or personal experience.

"Obtrusiveness,M observes Graber,

"is not a constant attribute of specific issues.

It varies with the

social context and the times."-*-^
In their discussion of Watergate and the agenda-setting process,
Gladys and Kurt Lang categorize issues by their threshold sensitivity
level (either low, medium,

or high).

As the threshold level varies,

the nature of the influence exerted by the media varies accordingly.
Some issues,

they point out, arise out of conditions that directly

affect nearly everybody in the same way,

such as inflation and high
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the issue had been on the media agenda.

In October 1974,

the time of

their study, unemployment was a "recent" issue, government trust was
a "not-so-recent" issue, and crime was a "long-standing" subject for
media coverage.

They devised these categories because they felt that

the agenda-setting process should be viewed longitudinally rather than
cross-sectionally since issue salience varies with time.
As an issue gains momentum in a community, each
added news item dealing with it will presumably reach
an additional portion of the audience and will focus
or sustain an additional measure of attention among
those reached. . . . But many issues stay on the
agenda for quite some time, while issue salience can
only grow so far.
Thus, at some point, the pool of
untapped
potential concern is bound to approach
exhaustion, and the impact-per-additional-story must
gradually decline.
A© a result, agenda-setting effects diould vary predictably with the
"age" of the issue, with "older" issues showing less of an effect
1 Q

than "newer" issues.
Five issue categories were selected for inclusion in this study.
They are:

(l)social welfare,

the economy,

(2) race/public order,

(3) business and

(4) foreign affairs and national defense, and (5)

government functioning and W a t e r g a t e .^

These issue groups were

chosen because of the frequent coverage they received in the media
during the 1974 congressional elections.
stand these issue groups,

In order to better under

it will be useful to examine some specific

events of 1974 and to view the issues in terms of the different
issue taxonomies outlined above.
The following is a roster of news stories that were displayed
prominently in the print media from January through November,

1974.

Some of them appeared on and off throughout the year, and many
involved perennial prototypical news events,

such as the economy.
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taxes.

Such issues exhibit a strong propensity to show up as personal

concerns,

and tend to have low thresholds.

This means that the problem

would be of general concern even without attention from the media.
Still,

concern about low threshold issues can be boosted through media

coverage which places the problem in the public d o m a i n . ^
A different type of issue is related to situations whose effects
are selectively experienced,

such as urban renewal or draft calls.

On matters which are more selectively experienced,

the problem itself

is made more visible and concern increased by media recognition.
instance,

For

report of a crime wave can make even those not personally

victimized cautious about walking the streets,
little potential danger.

While continuing media coverage of medium

threshold issues can keep a problem alive,
slow the rise of concern,

even when there is

lagging media coverage can

particularly when those directly affected

are few and/or p o w e r l e s s . ^
Last,

there are conditions and developments whose effects are

generally remote from just about everyone,

such as

the plight of

the Vietnamese refugees or wrongdoing by top government officials.
The potential influence of the media is greatest when the public has
no direct contact with the problem.
threshold event,

such as an American moon landing,

depends on how it is covered.
authors,

Thus, whether or not a high

’’reflects.

becomes an issue

"The style of coverage,” state the

. .the existing political situation and the

ability of political figures to seize on the event as an issue.
The third schema,
by Erbring,

et al.

that of issue duration,

is briefly presented

They categorized the three issues they used in

their study— unemployment,

government trust, and crime— by how long
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Social welfare news of 1974 included the signing of a compre
hensive pension reform bill and a UNICEF announcement that millions
of children around the world were suffering from severe malnutrition
Public order problems centered around the kidnapping of newspaper
heiress Patty Hearst and the calling out of the National Guard to
control violence associated with court-ordered busing in Boston.
As usual,

stories on the economy received tremendous press

coverage in 1974.

Inflation

seemed to be ever-increasing.

Presi

dent Nixon put an end to the wage and price controls he imposed in
1973.

Inpendent truckers went on strike to protest fuel shortages

and the new 55 m.p.h.

speed limit.

against the United States,
fuel prices and gas lines.

OPEC ended its oil embargo

but not before causing increases in both
And, President Ford,

a solution to the problem of inflation,

desperate to find

launched his ill-fated (and

almost laughable) "Whip Inflation Now" (WIN) campaign.
On the international scene,

the UN formally recognized the PLO,

India exploded a nculear device,

the US formally resumed full diplo

matic relations with Egypt and established relations with East
Germany, and Nixon and Brezhnev held a summit meeting in Moscow.
In addition,

there were new governments in 19 foreign countries.
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Finally, a large number of stories dealt with the Watergate
issue.

In 1974, President Nixon refused to comply with subpoenas

ordering him to surrender hundreds of White House tapes and docu
ments.

He later released edited transcripts, many of which were

published in the press.

Indictments were handed down in the cases

of former US Attorney General John Mitchell and White House aides
John Ehrlichman and H.R. Haldeman.

In August,

the nation
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the emotional resignation of President Richard Nixon and the assump
tion of office by Gerald Ford.

A month later, Ford pardoned Nixon

for any crimes he may have committed while President.
In the weeks immediately preceding the election (the time
during which the content analysis study was conducted),
major events took place.

several

Table S presents a short chronology of

these events.

TABLE

S:

MAJOR MEDIA EVENTS OF OCTOBER 1974

October 1:

Watergate cover-up trials open.

October 3:

Dow Jones average falls below 600 for the first time
in 12 years.

October 6:

Ford launches his WIN campaign.

October 10: Labour wins in Great B r i t a i n ’s elections.
October 14: The PLO is formally recognized by the UN.
October 15: National Guard is mobilized in Boston.
October 18: US-USSR trade program is initiated.

When attempting to categorize the five issue groups according
to the various taxonomies,

it seems that the Graber and Lang/Lang

schemas are more useful than is that of Erbring,
There are three reasons for this assertion.

et al.

First,

this study is

a cross-sectional study in which duration is not a primary factor.
Second, Erbring,
categories.

et al. never placed definite time limits on their

’’Recent’’ could mean that an event happened two days or

twp months ago.

Such vagueness is not helpful. Finally,

their
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issue categories were narrow (i.e.-unemployment) while the categories
in this study are broad (i.e.-social welfare).

Thus, only the

familiarity and threshold designs will be used.

(See Table T )

In 1974, economic issues such as inflation and fuel shortages,
social welfare issues such as education and health insurance,
Watergate were obtrusive issues.

and

Watergate had been a front-page

story for over a year, high inflation and long lines at the gas
station had affected most Americans'

lives, and education and health

were problems with which many dealt every day.

Thus,

it is likely

that most adults held definite views about these subjects,
tive of news coverage.
foreign affairs,

Other issues,

irrespec

such as public order and

touched p e o p l e ’s lives far more intermittently in

1974, making them unobtrusive issues.

P e o p l e ’s ideas about public

order and foreign affairs were probably less established than their
ideas about the obtrusive issues,

so that new information in the

media would be more readily accepted.
Graber hypothesized that readers should pay more attention to
news items concerning unobtrusive issues than to items about
obtrusive issues.

This theory is based on the closure effect

regarding redundant news.
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To test this hypothesis statistically,

the level of association between the topics the media pictured as
most important and the topics study participants named as most
important can be ascertained.
be negative correlations;
postive correlations.
ware social welfare,
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For obtrusive issues there should

for unobtrusive issues there should be
In 1974, the obtrusive issue categories

the economy, and Watergate.

foreign affairs were unobtrusive issues.

Public order and

TABLE T
ISSUE CONTINGENCIES
ISSUE_________

FAMILIARITY TAXONOMY

THRESHOLD TAXONOMY

Social Welfare

OBTRUSIVE

MEDIUM

Public Order

UNOBTRUSIVE

MEDIUM

Economy

OBTRUSIVE

LOW

Foreign Affairs

UNOBTRUSIVE

HIGH

Watergate

OBTRUSIVE

HIGH

For the 1974 National Election Study, correlations of newspaper
agendas were -.007 for economic issues, -.008 for social welfare issues,
.063 for Watergate,
affairs.

.01 for public order issues, and

.04 for foreign

There were indeed positive correlations for the two unob

trusive issues and negative correlations for two of the three obtru
sive issues (social welfare and public order), but all of the correla-f-
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tions are extremely weak. J

Still,

the notion of obtrusive and un

obtrusive issues is logical and useful.
Turning to the issue threshold design,
threshold,

the economy had a low

social welfare and public order had medium thresholds, and

foreign affairs and Watergate had high thresholds.
sues,” note Lang and Lang,
n a t ur a l l y .

"The economic is

"move onto the political agenda quite

People are concerned about economic issues without

media attention.

But,

low threshold issues,

because of their link

with personal concerns, almost compel attention from the media.
while people are familiar with economic problems, they pay

And

atten

tion to media stories on the topic because they are concerned.
Social welfare and public order, while important, are more
selectively experienced.

Not all people are affected by unemployment

or court-ordered busing, but news coverage of such items can make
the problem more visible.

For instance,

reports of high unemployment

may cause people to fear that they may soon lose their jobs.

De

pending on the groups affected, medium threshold issues may or may
not receive media coverage or audience attention.^5
Finally,

foreign affairs and Watergate were high threshold issues

because the public did not have direct contact with the issues.

To

learn of new developments,

people had to tune into the media.

High

threshold issues encounter great difficulties in gaining the atten
tion of the news media and make the media agenda through sensational
exposes or foreign policy crises.
people usually listen.

But, when they do make the agenda,

*?f\

To sum up, the subject matter of stories does affect the
degree of influence they have on individuals. Obtrusive issues receive
less attention than unobtrusive issues according to G r a b e r 1s model.
And according to the Langs,

low threshold issues make the press

and gain p e o p l e ’s attention more often than medium and high
threshold issues.

A Test of the "Mirror-Image" Hypothesis
Several previous tests of the "mirror-image" hypothesis have
shown strong support for the agenda-setting process.

In their 1972

Chapel Hill study, McCombs and Shaw discovered that the correlation
between the media agenda and the public agenda on major issues
27
(such as foreign policy and public welfare) was +.967.
Patterson
and McClure,

in their Syracuse-based study of the 1972 general

election found that the mean change in voter issue salience was
strongly and positively related to the level of newspaper exposure.
With regard to Vietnam,

light readers experienced no change in

issue salience while heavy readers experienced a mean change of

.38.

The government spending issue registered a .16 change in light news28
paper readers and a .52 change in heavy readers.
Willians and Larson
also discovered a strong relationship between the media and public
agendas in their 1975 Illinois study.

The correlation between the

newspaper agenda and the "First Important National Issue" named by
participants who claimed that they were frequent newspaper readers
oo

was a strong +.83.
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In yet another agenda-setting study, Philip Palmgreen of the
University of Kentucky and Peter Clarke of the University of Michigan
also found support for the "mirror-image" hypothesis.
gathered in Toledo, Ohio,
setting),

Using data

in December 1973 (thus, a non-campaign

they wanted to observe agenda-setting at both the national

and local levels.

They hypothesized that because of the directly

observable nature of local political problems and the relatively
heavier media coverage of national political problems that agenda-

setting should be weaker at the local level compare to the national
level.

They also hypothesized that, at the local level,

would be the dominant agenda- s e t t e r .

newspapers

Quoting N.E. L o n g ’s classic

essay on the local community as an ’’ecology of games,’’ Palmgreen
and Clarke wrote:
The local newspaper has a great part in
determining what most people will be talking
about, what most people will think the facts
are, and what people will regard as the prob
lems to be dealt with. . .to a large extent,
it sets the civic agenda. u
As a measure of the public agenda,

respondents were asked to

name ’’any problems facing people in this country (or Toledo for
local issues) which you think the government in Washington (or the
Toledo city government) should work to
were then

help solve.’’

The respondents

asked to choose that problem which they considered to be

the "most important.”21
To measure the media agenda, a content analysis of Toledo
newspaper and television coverage of nominated problems was carried
out for the two weeks immediately prior to the gathering of inter
views.

Issue categories were then devised which corresponded to

those issues nominated by participants.

Finally,

for newspapers,

coverage was indexed by enumerating the total number of stories
relating to each issue

c a t egory.
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In the end, Palmgreen and C l a r k e ’s hypotheses held up under the
data.

The correlation between newspaper issue coverage and important

local issues was

.65

33

and between newspaper coverage and i m p o r t a n t
O/

national issues was

.70.

As they expected,

the media agenda-

setting influence was weaker at the local level than at the national
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level.

Newspapers also, exerted a strong influence on respon d e n t s ’

• •

issue priorities.
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With this base of support,

it is assumed that the "mirror-image"

hypothesis will also be upheld in this study.
that

Thus,

it is expected

the more often an issue appears on the front-page of a paper,

the more likely a person reading that paper should be to mention that
issue as being important.
As a measure of the media agenda,

the number of stories on an

issue category appearing on the front-pages and editorial pages of
the 96 papers in the sample was counted.
categories (groups of stories),
issue was divided,

To devise "influence"

the total number of stories on an

as closely as possible,

into quarters.

To

determine the public agenda, an issue was counted as an important
problem if it was one of the top three mentions to the question,
"What do you think are the most important problems facing the country?"
Controlling for how often a person reads national political news
in a daily paper (frequently v. not frequently),

it was discovered

that the "mirror-image" hypothesis was not confirmed by this data.
(See Tables

U-Y

)

In no case does the agenda-setting concept fit

the "mirror-image" pattern,

where audience issue salience increases

as the number of stories on an issue increases.
welfare issue comes close
In this category,

Only the social

to adhereing to the pattern (See Table J )

frequent readers in the 1-7 story group stated

that social welfare was an important issue 25.3% of the time while
frequent readers in the 15— 32 story group reported social welfare as
and important issue 32.8% of the time.

Among infrequent readers,

the

number of stories and the percentage of those claiming the issue to be
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important is inversely related.

Twenty-eight percent in the 1-7 story

groups said that the issue was important, and 24.5% in the 8-10 story
group, 23.9% in

the 11-14 story group,

group mentioned

social welfare as an important issue.

cases,

no definite relationship between media and audience

there is

emphasis on the

and 21.3% in the 15-32 story
In all other

issues.

This finding of no relationship between the media agenda and the
public agenda has been demonstrated before.
1974 congressional elections, Erbring,

et al.

image hypothesis did not hold for their data.

In their study of the
found that the "mirrorOf the seven issues

they selected to study (government trust, government power,
unemployment,
(crime,

crime,

race, and food/fuel shortages),

inflation,

only three

unemployment, and government trust) showed any trace of media
o c.

impact.
That the findings of Erbring,

et al. should be similar to the

findings of this study seems logical because both are derived from
the same data set.

Erbring also used the 1974 American National

Election Study and the 1974 Content Analysis study.
design difference

The primary

in the media agenda was that their issue cate

gories were much narrower than the ones used here.

And, it was

this difference which led to the pro-"mirror-image" choice over the
Erbring anti-"mirror-image" position.
William Gormley,

in his 1975 study of political elites found that

the level of agreement between media and public agendas depended on
how broadly an issue was defined.
(.20 correlation)

For instance, he found weak support

for agenda-setting when the 25 issues he was
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examining were dealt with individually.

But, when his 25 issues were

collapsed into seven issue areas, he found strong support (.75
correlation) for the agenda-setting process.
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With this information,

it seemed that this study was closer in design to the McCombs and
Shaw, Williams and Larsen, and Palmgreen and Clarke studies than to
the Erbring,

et al. study.

In the end, however,
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the words of Erbring were correct:

Even at an issue-specific level, the
attempt to deal with the effects of agendasetting by the mass media in isolation from
other possible determinants of issue salience
is likely to confound empirical analysis.
Since the number of stories printed on an issue does not in and of
itself

determine issue salience,

some other variables,

such as

issue- and audience-contingent effects, must be at work within the
agenda-setting process.

Considering that no support was found for

G r a b e r 's issue familiarity hypothesis,

it is now time to examine

several audience-contingencies such as race, interest in politics, and
gender.

Audience Contingencies
As Erbring and his colleagues stated,

"We must ultimately

approach agenda-setting by the news media in terms of audiencecontingent media effects embedded in an issue-specific micromodel
of s a l i e n c e . " ^
sensitivities,

As individuals obviously differ in their issue
it is not expected that the impact of issue coverage

will occur in a blanket sweep across the entire population.

This

does not mean that people will insist on viewing as highly salient
only problems which strike close to home,

regardless of what they read.
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Instead,

it means that they will be closely attuned to certain

messages and oblivious to o t h e r s . ^

As Erbring wrote:

Even people likely to be laid off in
times of economic turndown may well acknow
ledge the salience of other issues in times
of economic boom.
As they pick up messages
of impending trouble, however, they may be
expected to refocus their concerns more
promptly than others whose jobs are secure.
Thus,

certain individual and groups characteristics are likely to

act as contingent conditions on media impact.
In his More Than N e w s , Michael MacKuen explains that there are
two contradictory models of how strongly external stimulii should
affect an individual.

First,

the attentiveness model suggests that

any p e r s o n ’s susceptibility to new information should vary directly
with his attentiveness and cognitive ability to process the informa
tion presented.

Therefore,

an individual’s reactions to changes in the

political environment should be highest for those who are interested
in politics and those who are well educated.

By the same token,

the

less interested and educated members of the public should be
relatively inert, "their orientations being shifted only slowly over
time as messages occasionally come their way."
The second hypothesis,
the opposite.

/^

the cognitive framework model,

posits just

It predicts that the better educated and politically

interested members of society should be the least susceptible to
outside influence.

While they may be likely to pick up media signals,

that will be only one type of signal among many received,
thus have only a minimal effect.

The less

and will

attuned, members,

on the

other hand, would be expected to be more influenced by media signals,
"because the cognitive orientations they hold are likely to be only
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loosely anchored and thus easily blown in the direction of the most
recent winds.
While both of these models have some intuitive appeal,
attentiveness model which is the most reliable.

it is the

Using data gathered

by the University of Michigan Survey Research Research Center between
1968-1976, MacKuen found that the patterns of public response to
issues presented in the media were consistent with the details of the
attentiveness model.

Therefore,

he concluded that,

"the more

politically attuned members of the public react directly and quickly
to changes in their e n v i r o n m e n t . " ^
What this finding means for the agenda-setting process is that
the more interested a person is in an issue,

the more likely he is

to be affected by the level of media coverage on that issue.

Before

looking at the data on audience-contingencies, it is necessary to
determine which groups within society are intersted in which issues.
Once this is known, we will be better able to determine which groups
should be most susceptible to agenda-setting effects within the
various issue categories.

While there are numerous audience character

istics which could be examined, only four,
identification, and political interest,

sex,

race, political

will be focused on.

One important audience-contingency is that of gender.

As Doris

Graber notes, childhood socialization patterns do influence political
interest.

In a 1976 study, Graber found that women paid more

attention to welfare issues and crime stories while men paid more
attention to foreign affairs and defense issues.
such as inflation and taxes,
levels between men and women.

On economic issues,

there was no difference in attention
Most of the differences Graber found,
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however, were below a .05 significance level.

Ll £\

Therefore,

some small

correlation differences in the categories of social welfare (higher
correlations for women),

public order (higher correlations for women),

and foreign affairs (higher correlations for men) are expected.
correlations,

These

however, will probably be very weak.

"Within the American cultural context," comments Graber,

"blacks

and whites diverge in political knowledge and a t t i t u d e . A c c o r d i n g
to Leo Bogart,

blacks and whites tend to extract different information

from the same news sources.

4-8

Blacks who read newspapers are more

apt than whites to believe that factual, as well as fictional,
presented by the media are true to life.
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stories

That blacks trust newspapers

more than whites was confirmed in a 1980 Gallup Poll survey.

Of those

adults interviewed, 47% of the blacks stated that they had a high
level of confidence in newspapers, while 41% of the whites gave the
same r e s p o n s e . ^

While MacKuen did not include trust in his study,

it seems that the more trust a person places in an institution,
more attentive he will be to its output.

the

Hence, agenda-setting effects

should be greater for nonwhites than for whites across all issue
categories.
When looking at specific issues,

it seems that blacks should be

more sensitive to the public order category than whites because it is
an issue which affects them more directly.

In their study,

Erbring,

et a l . found that blacks were indeed more responsive than whites to
media content dealing with racial issues, which,
into the public order category.
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in this study,

fall

It is assumed that there will also

be a significant positive relationship in this study also.
On certain issues,

party identification may also play a role in

determining issue sensitivity.

The Erbring study demonstrated
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that the correlation between Democrats who were frequent newspaper
readers and the government trust issue was +.675 while the correla
tion between Republicans who were frequent newspaper readers and
government trust was an insignificant

.041.
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Once again,

this

same relationship should be present in this studys with regard to
the. Watergate category.
Finally,

some political scientists have discovered that of all

the predispositions that affect learning from the media,
is paramount.
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As Graber observes,

interest

"People who are interested in

media information because it provides them with ample gratifications
are likely to learn more than those who express little interest.
And,

of course, MacKuen bases his agenda-setting studies

on the

notion that the most interested are the most issue sensitive.
Therefore,

for all issue categories, agenda-setting should be more

likely for those with high political interest than for those with low
political interest.
Table Z presents the correlations for various audience-contingencies.

To derive these correlations,

the number of stories within

each issue category served as the independent variable and the percentage
of participants naming that issue as an important problem served as
the dependent variable.

The audience-contingencies listed under the

"Variable" column were used as controls.

Finally, all of the results

(expect for the zero-order correlations) were controlled for the
frequency people read national political news in a daily paper.
the results for frequent readers are included in Table Z
Unfortunately,

Only

.

all of the correlations are very weak,

so that it

is impossible to confirm any of the hypotheses enumerated above.
is possible,

however,

to examine the results.

It

With regard to sex,

the greatest difference between men aid women comes in the Watergate

TABLE Z
AUDIENCE CONTENGENCIES

SOCIAL
WELFARE

PUBLIC
ORDER

ECONOMICS

FOREIGN
AFFAIRS

WATERGATE

-.01

.01

-.01

.04

.06

.03

-.04

.01

.01

-.01

-.06

.00

.01

.04

.09

High

.04

-.10

.03

.03

.01

Low

.02

.10

Male

.03

-.09

.03

.00

i
o
00

VARIABLE

Female

.04

.03

-.01

.02

o
•

.01

.00

.02

.04

.29

Zero-Order
Newspaper
Readership
Frequent
Infrequent
Political
Interest

o
o
•
i

CO

o
•
1

-.03

•

Sex

00

Race
.03

Nonwhite

.12

o
1

.05

o
O
CO•

White

TABLE Z
(continued)

VARIABLE

SOCIAL
WELFARE

PUBLIC
ORDER

-.06

.00

.08

.05

.02

.01

.02

-.07

-.07

.02

-.01

-.06

.01

.10

.11

ECONOMICS

FOREIGN
AFFAIRS

WATERGATE

Political
Identification
Republican
Independent
Democrat

S i g n i f i c a n t at the

.05 level.
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category (women=.08, men=-.08).

The only other category where there

is any noticeable difference is in the public order category, where
agenda-setting effects were positive for women and negative for men
(women=.03, men=-.09).

Thus, w o m e n ’s greater concern about crime

and public order does seem to have a slight effect.
With regard to race,

the notion of trust may have some validity.

Nonwhites have higher correlations than whites in all issue cate
gories.

In particular,

nonwhites are most concerned with social

welfare and public order (the results for foreign affairs and W ater
gate are not significant).

Once again,

the social welfare category

(this time for nonwhites) is a good example of the agenda-setting
process.

For nonwhites,

those

who saw

social welfare as an important problem,

1-11 stories,

33.3% listed

and 50% in both the 12-16

story group and the 20-56 story group said that it was important.
Thus,

the more articles that nonwhites were exposed to on social

welfare,

the more likely they were to consider it an important problem.

On the Watergate issue,

party identification did have some

impact, with agenda-setting effects being higher for Democrats than
for Independents or Republicans (Republicans=.02, Independents=.02,
De m o c r a t s=.11)

While the results are weak,

they do coincide with

the Erbring study.
Finally,

the political interest results do not show as great a

difference as had been expected.
for public order,

For all issue categories except

people with high political interest do have

higher agenda-setting effects,
the public issue category,

but the differences are minor.

the opposite is true.

On

People with low

interest show greater effects than people with high interest.
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According to the Erbring study, the perception of crime as being an
important problem is usually determined by real-world conditions as
well as by media c o v e r a g e . ^
this study.

Perhaps that finding also holds for

One other explanation could be that the stories on

public order were a mix of articles on crime and other ’’n e gative”
events and articles on solutions for public order problems.

Thus,

the interested people may have paid attention to the solutions as
well as the problems, and therefore felt that public order, while
important, was not an important problem.

Conclusion
Surprisingly,

this study did not find strong evidence in support

of the agenda-setting process.

The results, at best, were weak for

the ’’mirror-image” hypothesis, G r a b e r ’s issue-contingency hypothesis,
and various audience—contingency h y p o t h e s e s .
mean that any of the hypotheses are wrong,
confirmed here.

This does not, however,
only that they were not

There are several possibilites why no strong effects

were noticed.
First,

the compression of several hundred narrow issues into five

issue categories could have had some impact on the study other than
was expected.

While Gormley

demonstrated that correlations were

stronger for broad categories than for narrow categories#

it may

be possible that narrow issues within broad issue categories cancel
each other out.
Second,

interpersonal agendas and real-world conditions were

not considered in this study.

As Erbring,

et al. point out, both

of these factors are important in the agenda-setting process.
for frequent newspaper readers,

Even

talking to friends and family and

143.

personal experiences can have a tremendous impact on issue salience.
This is because talk and experience help people to interpret the
news and to determine how events can and will affect their own lives.
Third,

the wording of the question used to determine the public

agenda could have weakened the results.
asked

Study participants were

to name important national p r o b l e m s .

Some people may not

have named issues as important because they did not view them as being
" problems.”
local,

Also,

some people may have viewed certain issues as

rather than national,

problems,

and thus did not mention them

as being important.
The one conclusion which can be drawn from this study is that
media coverage is only one part of the agenda-setting process.
is important because many people neglect the other variables,
as audience characteristics,

issue characteristics,

This
such

informal channels

of communication (such as talking to friends), and real-world
conditions.

P e o p l e ’s concerns spring from a diversity of sources,

one of which may well be the news media.
Erbring, Goldenberg,

and Miller,

Yet,

in the words of

”It would be unwarranted to assume

that aay increase or decrease in media coverage invariably produces
a corresponding increase or decrease in individual concerns.
In order to explain such an occurrence, many other vraibles must be
taken into consideration.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUDING REMARKS

Two major findings were presented in this thesis.

The first

is that American newspapers, while differing in characteristics
such as circulation size, ownership type, publication time,
political affiliation, and competitiveness, on average, cover
important issues at approximately the same rate.
membered,

It must be re

however, that similarity of coverage tells us nothing

about the depth or slant of an article.

Still,

rate of coverage

does imply that people across the nation are exposed to the same
events,

regardless if the paper they subscribe to is AM or PM,

chain-owned or independent,

competitive or non-competitive.

The second finding is that media coverage is only one part
of the agenda-setting process.

When tested in this study,

the

much-used "mirror-image" hypothesis proved to be unenlightening.
The McCombs and Shaw statement that,
stands for a complex,

"Agenda-setting.

. .really

interrelated set of processes," is close

(if not the exact) to the truth.
Instead of simply dealing with the concept of agenda-setting,
researchers must being developing a theory of agenda-setting which
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includes variables other than issue importance and media exposure.
Variables which should be a part of a comprehensive agenda-setting
theory include issue contingencies such as obtrusiveness,
tivity,
age,

sensi

and duration; audience contingencies such as sex, race,

income,

habits,

education, and interest;

and real world conditions.

interpersonal communication

While such a theory may seem

complex and impossible to test, Erbring, Goldenberg,

and Miller

came close to testing such a comprehensive theory in their "Front
Page News and Real-World Cues."

If political scientists and com

munications experts follow the Erbring,
setting should move toward developing,

et a l ., example, agendatesting and replicating a

comprehensive theory of agenda-setting.
As important as these two conclusions is the gap this thesis
fills in the literature on agenda-setting and on newspapers in
general.

First,

this study is a truly national study,

using

data from the 1974 Content Analysis Study of construct the media
agenda and data from the 1974 American National Election Study to
construct the public agenda.

Many previous s t u d i e s .(such as Tipton,

et al., and Williams and Larsen) have been conducted on a local
level,

but the results presented so that they seemingly apply to

the nation as a whole,

but few have actually been national in

scope.
Second,

this study does what Maxwell McCombs urged researchers

to do— replicated previous studies.
a partial replication of the Erbring,

Chapter V of this thesis is
et al.,

study published in
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"Front-Page News and Real-World Cues."
1974 CPS dataset,
hypothesis,
Third,

Both studies used a merged

and both concluded that the "mirror-image"

in and of itself,

is weak and unrevealing.

this study examines several newspaper components

simultaneously.

When preparing this thesis,

it was extremely

difficult to locate books and articles on newspapers.

Today,

most serious media studies are concerned with the impact of
television.

The few materials which do exist on newspapers were

written before the m i d - 1 9 7 0 Ts, and are usually short research
notes rather than substantial articles.

Many of these studies

concentrate on only one variable or are restricted to a single
state or region.
studies,

In other words,

they,

like the agenda-setting

are locally focused case-studies.

This study is

nationally-focused and comparative in nature.
has grown in popularity,

While television

researchers should remember that news

papers are still important news sources which they should not
ignore.
To conclude, agenda-setting is an exciting and fruitful
field of inquiry which is finally beginning to receive the atten
tion it deserves.

As a concept, agenda-setting has started to

provide reasons why different types of news sources affect
people in different ways.

As a theory, agenda-setting is a

useful tool for researchers to start to tackle the questions
of why people are attracted to the media, how they learn from
the meidia, and why some issues gain more coverage than others.
In the future,

agenda-setting researchers must direct their

attention toward bringing more uniformity to the field.

They

must seek to correct some of the weaknesses within the current
literature and to resolve some of the inherent inconsistencies
of research techniques.

Finally,

they should begin to develop

a comprehensive theory of agenda-setting.
are met,

If these challenges

agenda-setting will earn itself a permanent niche in

the fields of media communications,
voting behavior.

public opinion research, and

If a comprehensive theory is developed,

it

could be the biggest and most important revolution in the realm
of political communications in this decade.
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